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memorial to their son, a talented writer and painter, as well as 
an alumnus of Columbia College Chicago and a great friend to 
the Creative Writing Department-Fiction Program's students and 
faculty. 

Letter from the Faculty Advising Editor 
The Fiction Writing Program of the Creative Writing Department at Columbia 
College Chicago is pleased to bring you the thirty-ninth edition of Hair Trigger, our 
annual anthology of student prose writing. The collection of stories are among the 
strongest writing produced in Story Workshop® and other writing classes, in both 
the undergraduate and graduate programs, and showcases the diverse voices, subject 
matters, and varied narrative styles that mark our writing community. 
Since its early years of production, Hair Trigger has received critical acclaim. 
Its celebrated history is decorated with numerous awards, including first-place 
prizes in national competitions from some of the most prestigious organizations in 
the industry: The Association of Writers and Writing Programs, The Coordinating 
Council of Literary Magazines, and the Columbia University Scholastic Press 
Association. We are also very proud, of course, of the students whose work has been 
introduced through Hair Trigger. Many of them have won individual awards in 
virtually every competing category from said national organizations: top prizes in the 
areas of traditional fiction, nonfiction and experimental fiction, and they have gone 
on to successful careers in writing, publishing, and a variety of other professions. 
An exhaustive and rigorous selection process is used with Hair Trigger to 
ensure that no excellent story-whatever the voice, subject, or approach- will 
be overlooked. Hair Trigger submissions are numbered in the hundreds. Our 
appreciation goes to the student editors, chosen for their own ability as writers and 
readers, who work tirelessly to ensure the highest quality of this literary journal. 
The acquisition editors are charged with the task of closely reading and evaluating 
each story; they help to comprise a collection that reflects the broad range of writing 
creativity in our workshops, and stories that meet the standard of excellence that has 
become the hallmark of Hair Trigger. Respect for the writer, for content, for form, 
for point of view and language, and vividness of telling, characterize the selections 
printed in this volume. With the selections made, the Hair Trigger production editors 
assume the work of proofreading, copyediting, and composing the narrative arch 
of the anthology. Their process involves collaborating with the contributing writers 
with the goal of realizing the fullest potential of each manuscript, while honoring 
authorial intent, voice, and overall impact. 
We are also pleased to bring you the evocative photographic work of William 
Grant. Hair Trigger sponsors a college-wide competition for student photographers. 
Our production editors serve as judges for this competition, assessing a number of 
portfolios, and this year, selecting Columbia College Chicago student William Grant 
to provide the cover photo and photographic essay you will find inside Hair Trigger 
39. A publication of this scope and merit relies on the support of many people. 
Thanks to all of the faculty of the Creative Writing Department, particularly those 
of the Fiction Program who inspire and nurture the talents of our students, and help 
them to write the amazing stories that distinguish our journal. Gratitude and thanks 
go to Randall Albers, who for many years served as chair of the former Fiction Writing 
Department, and has been a mentor and friend to faculty and students alike. Thanks 
to John Schultz, the originator of the Story Workshop® approach to the teaching 
of writing, whose early vision for the program included the Hair Trigger anthology. 
Particular thanks must go to Cora Jacobs, Managing Editor for Hair Trigger, for 
her stellar service and commitment to the highest quality of work on the journal. 
We are grateful to the members of Columbia College Chicago's administration who 
continue to support this award-winning journal: Dr. Kwang-Wu Kim, President and 
CEO; Dr. Stanley Wearden, Senior Vice President and Provost; Steve Corey, Interim 
Dean, Liberal Arts and Sciences; and Tony Trigilio, Interim Chair of the Creative 
Writing Department. And most certainly, our audience deserves many thanks. Your 
readership is an inspiration. We certainly hope you will find the stories in these pages 
of Hair Trigger 39 entertaining, engaging and memorable. Enjoy them all. 
Alexis Pride, Faculty Advising Editor 
Associate Professor 
Creative Writing Department 
Putting Down Charley 
John Stadelman 
Y'KNOW, J WASN'T EVEN GOING TO DO IT UNTIL J RAN INTO GRACE AND LANE. THOSE 
collisions, especially with Grace, always fucked me up-either shuffling wide loops 
around each other at the flea market on Sundays, or skipping aisles at the Food Lion 
so we didn't have to converse while selecting a brand of ramen for the week, or our 
eyes fixed on the street ahead when her car passed my truck on Main. We'd been 
living in this invisible proximity since we'd broken it off, two years back. 
Two years? Hell, might as well've been two days, way it set my nerves to fire 
and dropped my stomach into my balls. Like a fiery castration that iced over into 
this odd, bitter, frosty fuckin' loathing. Figured Grace went through the same damn 
process herself. But like me, she didn't show it. Didn't call or text or wave to me, and 
I don't know if that was because she was as stubborn as I was or because she hated 
me or because she was ashamed. Probably all of that, and more. 
But there was no avoiding it the day before Lane's funeral. We'd gone to the same 
high school, gotten into all the debauchery together, the two of us ranging around 
the county, dealing all the shit from bud to pills. All that was at the peak of my drug 
days, ass-end of high school and beyond, doing rounds when texts from buddies/ 
customers summoned us to their place, sitting in living rooms or bedrooms or out 
on back decks, Lane with his scale, me sweet-talking the customer into matching 
some of the shit we'd just sold them with some from our shared personal stash. We'd 
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started all this just on bud, but by the time I'd quit we were shamblin' off fucking 
painkillers, y'know, this was at the height of that pill wave that hit this part of the 
state a while back. 
Well, around the time I'd run away to Kansas, Lane stopped half-assing it with 
the opiates and turned to mutilating his arm with the needle. He'd gotten clean a few 
months after I left, relapsed, got better, relapsed. Now he was dead-suicide-and 
lying in his coffin at the service, he looked like shit. His skin was pale and waxy-
from being, y'know, fucking dead; it stretched over his skull so taut that you could 
almost make out the contours. Like his face was just a shit-fitting mask for all that 
bone beneath. And that wasn't from being dead. All the users in the county, those 
whose experimentation with the harder shit had graduated to habit, people like 
Grace, had the same drawn-out and wrinkled look. Like walking versions of the 
poor bastard in that coffin. 
When the service ended I went out front of the church for a smoke. Couple 
others did, mostly early-twenties users or ex-users like me, you can always count on 
addicts to be smokers. They filtered out, talking," Man ... man ... " in subdued tones 
with heads shaking. One was Grace. All the others, my ex-party partners, glanced 
my way and either scowled or pretended that I was a stranger, like my being there 
was a shame on Lane's memory. That was all fine for me, because this was just the 
epilogue to a long-finished story. But Grace kept looking over, dead-in-the-eye stare; 
it was the first time in years that I'd actually examined her, and god, she looked 
bad. Her skin had a yellowish tint and her curves had straightened into a board-like 
torso. Her jacket, the old black one with a feminized Grim Reaper on the back, it 
was more holes than cloth and had faded into gray. The paint, or whatever they use 
to make images on fabric, had chipped off at random spots, so the Grim Reaperess 
looked like she was dissolving away. The black dress under the jacket was wrinkled, 
not dirty necessarily, but it was ruffled all to shit and so it just didn't look ... right. 
Like it was trying to be fancy and instead ended up just ... sad. 
Finally, I got the courage to stop glancing away when our eyes would meet, 
decided to just get it over with. We made lasting eye contact from between the 
loitering bodies. Her eyes were darker than I remembered, smaller, not that vivacious, 
pale-gray glow that I'd fallen in love with. Where there had once been longing for 
a touch, a kiss, a drink, a joke, was now a flicker of ember waiting for that snuffing 
breeze. The morose contrast damn near killed me right there. She took a step toward 
me, corner of her mouth tugging as if drawn by hooks toward a smile. I dropped my 
smoke into a crack in the sidewalk and slunk back into the church. 
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Got home and found Mom in the living room watching a documentary on Nirvana, 
of all things. She let me drag myself in from the cold, close and bolt the door and get 
halfway to the kitchen before asking, "How was it?" 
I paused at the threshold, glanced back at her. My mom's in excellent health 
for her age, slender now as she was in her wedding pictures, SK runner, keeps well-
hydrated, that kind of thing. Her concern was apparent. Not for Lane Meeks, she 
fucking hated him. In her mind, he was the reason I got into the pills. Must have been 
simpler for her, that way, than admitting that the reverse was the truth. 
"It was a funeral," I said. "So, I mean .... " 
Mom gave a little nod. "Okay. What do you want for dinner?" 
"I'm not hungry." And I wasn't. I just wanted a soda from the fridge. 
As I dug out a can, she called out: "Are you going to take care of that thing for 
the Pokes?" 
She made it sound like a chore. Like chopping up the rest of their firewood, or 
fixing that goddamn dishwasher for the hundredth time. Raking and then burning 
leaves. Putting down their dog. 
"Why can't Bill do it?" I called. 
"He can't hold a gun, not with the way his hands shake." 
'"Bout a vet?" I returned to the living room. It was a commercial break; Mom 
was on her phone. 
"They don't want a stranger to do it." 
"I'm not their son," I said. "Just unpaid help." 
Mom looked up from her phone. "Well, you're the closest damn thing they have." 
"Joy to them." 
"Hey," she said, sharp bite to her voice. 
The whole agreement with me remaining here, being fucking twenty-two already, 
was that I couldn't go on with that woe-is-me shit. I had to see a doctor, one for my 
head. It wasn't fucking cheap, and I couldn't afford to live on my own anyway, not 
off minimum wage delivering pizzas from midday to midnight, a job I was supposed 
to be grateful for. Plus, I had no desire to seek out a roommate from among all the 
jackasses my age. Around here, you're either a boring straight-edge jackass-and 
probably Jesus-buried-dinosaur-bones-to-test-our-faith religious-or a smoked-up-
pilled-up jackass. Neither option appealed; there wasn't a category for jackasses 
trapped in the limbo between. 
And of course, if I was caught with anything more than beer or cigarettes, I was 
out of the house and living in my truck. Not even my dad would let me move in with 
him again. 
"I'll think about it," I told her. Although I couldn't help thinking, as I shuffled 
down the hall into my room, that when I was eighteen and nineteen, she would've 
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been happy just to see me at home, period, regardless of what came out my mouth. 
And now here I was, spending my nights bunkered down in this lair, this cloister 
within this monastery of a house. Here I was, hiding from the boy who now slept 
below all our feet, hiding from the girl as she decayed from the inside out, hiding 
from this town, this drug, this everything. She as afraid to talk to me as I was of her 
voice m my ear. 
'Least back then, the answer to unknown questions was in a fucking pill. If 
there wasn't an answer, but you just knew that something was wrong and couldn't 
ascertain what, then you could just lose yourself in the harmony within the high. 
Hell of a lot easier than debating it with yourself over a can of Pepsi. 
The thing about quitting oxys-and I guess it's the same for the harder shit, heroin 
and whatnot-is that the urge never really leaves. I'd been a little over two years 
clean, only the occasional beer and about a pack and a half of cigarettes a day, I could 
pass a drug test and that was something I never thought I'd be able to say again. 
Most days I could barely remember doing them, like I could only recall in blurs 
the parties, the rangings around with Lane, the sometimes wild and sometimes soft 
nights with Grace that diffused into still and held mornings.Just a sort of knowledge 
that those things had once been the present, that the guy lying in bed or driving back 
to Dominos on twisting backroads made bare and gray under the winter sky, that 
once he'd been rolling a blunt on Lane Meeks' back deck, or snorting oxy on his own 
desk-the desk whose silhouette I could make out when lying in bed in the dark, 
that desk, he did drugs right there and in this house-or burying himself in Grace's 
bared arms. 
But there were the rare moments, sometimes in the midst of running all over the 
county with a bag of pizzas instead of a bag of bud, sometimes when reading a book 
on the back deck, or lying in the dark and listening to the hum of my fan, when the 
urge returned. Not with the crippling madness that had fucked me up during the first 
months of sobriety, stalking through Kansas cornrows and sweating under a judging 
sun. Instead, these urges were-are-insistent. Insidious. Worming into your mind, 
shivering the top of your spine and your shoulders, bites of parasites on the ends of 
your nerve cells that send corrupted synaptic memories of gone-away pleasure into 
a scarred frontal lobe. The smell of the end of a rolled-up dollar bill. The easy-going, 
all-consuming serenity. Facial muscles relax into a smile, pulling the corners of your 
mouth with angel's fingers rather than hooks. A feeling of interconnectedness, sitting 
here at this desk in this moment makes all the sense in the world, all thoughts and 
actions and the arrangement of objects, it all feels right-harmony fleeting, fleeing, 
and then gone. 
That night, after Lane's funeral, I lay in bed and stared across the room at the 
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silhouette of the desk. Listening to the whirr of my fan as it strained to push back 
the silence beneath, filling my head with images of a woman who didn't exist, giving 
phantom and fantasy form to the vacuum eating away at my side. Thinking that a 
touch could replace the negative space, and knowing that it wouldn't, that those 
days were gone and only damaged goods would touch these damaged goods again. 
When I woke that morning, I'd decided to take care of that thing for the Pokes. I 
came downstairs in my greasy uniform to an empty house. Mom was at work, and I 
had to start sucking Dominos off at three. It was nine. I called the Pokes, and Rose 
answered. 
"Hello?" 
"Hi, Rose. It's Jeremy." 
"Hey, there. How are you?" Her voice wheezed and quivered, but that had little 
to do with the request hanging unmentioned in the satellite signals between our 
phones. 
"I'm fine. How are y'all?" 
"Oh, we're also fine. Bill is out in the garden. He's convinced that it's time to 
hang up the hammock for Lucas." 
"Hm." It was winter, and Lucas had been dead for well over a decade. "Is he 
having a fit?" 
"No, no. He's just hanging up the hammock. I figure, he's not hurting anybody, 
and it keeps him busy." 
I stepped out onto the porch and lit a cigarette. Rose had gone silent on her end, 
either waiting for me to talk, or watching Bill out in the garden, or working her way 
through the next thing to say. After a few seconds, I moved forward. 
"Do you still need help with Charley?" 
I figured that was the best way to say it-I mean, it was their dog, a member of 
the family, and considering the Pokes' age ... y'know, I was never really sure how to 
bring up that kind of thing around them. Death, I mean. 
"Um ... yes." Rose's already slight voice slightened further. "If that's not too 
much to ask .... " 
"No. No, I'll come by in a bit. If that's okay?" 
"It is. Don't worry about a gun, you can use Bill's." 
"All right. I'll be over in an hour or so." 
"Thank you so much, Jeremy. This means a lot to us." 
"No problem." 
The sky was gray that morning, a kind of drear filter over the world. Mornings like 
these had accentuated the highs, somehow, I think because seeing the melancholy of 
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winter, naked trees, stubbly gray grass, everything dead, it was all elevated through 
the filter of the oxys. Allowed this sort of understanding that couldn't be reached 
clean. Having witnessed it first that way, and unable to see it now as I drove down 
the main road of our neighborhood, created the sense in me that I was surrounded 
by a greater truth that I'd become blind to. A kind of life, hiding in death. I wanted 
that truth back. But the price was a snorting little death, another little death, another 
little death, snowballing toward one grand death. One I hadn't prevented, but 
could only postpone, day-by-day, for another thirty to forty years. If those years 
were spent clean ... avoiding grand death ... a grand death that Grace, in all her 
beauty, devolved into yellowing skin and shrunken face, curve-less torso and dark 
emotionless eyes, would soon cash in. A grand death that Lane had sped up, buying 
the portion that I'd promised but had bitched out on. 
I'd used to think that if living in bliss meant spending only half the time on 
Earth that I was supposed to, then it was a fair price. Near-constant sex with Grace, 
ripping powders and swallowing smoke and biting at the raw whiskey when it bit 
at me. Living, seeking out that fucking truth in the contours of Grace's body and in 
the silent lapses of group conversations between eighteen and nineteen and twenty-
somethings. 
Never thought I'd trade in half a lifespan of fun for a full one of boredom. 
Eighteen-year-old me would've been horrified by the Jeremy that I'd become. 
He'd ask: "Why? Why the fuck did you give it all up, when you had everything?" 
and his voice would be filled with a rage founded on the utmost confidence in his 
ways, his beliefs, practices, friends .... 
And I'd just shrug, and mumble: "What makes you think you had anything?" 
"I got more than you do. 'Least people love me." Then he'd take a drag on his cig 
and blow smoke into my face, square up to throw down. Tap the side of his nostril. 
'"Least I got the truth." 
The Pokes' driveway was a spit of dirt that curved off into the trees. I weaved my 
truck between hills and around steep granite outcrops. Crackle of loose pebbles 
under my tires and thump-scrape of branches hitting the roof of the truck's cabin. 
The house was a one-story ranch, set up on a brick foundation and painted a 
fresh white. That had been one of my projects this summer, done on a dime, standing 
on a ladder with a cig in my mouth, and a roller-brush in hand, lemonade on the 
ground next to a stereo belting out AC/DC and The Grateful Dead. The lawn was in 
halfway decent shape, only a few stumps left that I still needed to remove. That could 
wait 'til next summer; I wasn't about to freeze my ass off pulling stumps. Other slight 
improvements, needed and completed. Since I mostly just mowed their lawn and did 
odd yardwork, I didn't see them much from September to March. 
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It wasn't much to look at and neither was the lawn. Not worth much, either, not 
even the spit of land where it stood. The Pokes wouldn't be around much longer, Bill 
off to a nursing home if his condition got much worse before he passed, and Rose 
soon after. That was the kind of relationship they had-did everything together, had 
for damn near fifty years. Loved each other more than they had their kid, and that 
was a fact because if they hadn't, then they'd've split or offed themselves after losing 
Lucas. 
Anyway, I'd put a lot of work into fixing up the place. It'd started as something 
to do that first summer I'd been back here from Kansas. Yet here I was, fucking 
December and a week before Christmas. Once they were gone, the bank would sell 
it and probably to some trashy hick family, bulgy-ass Jim-Bob workin' at the gah-raj 
and smacking on a cancerous bulge of tomacky and spitting into an old Miller Lite 
can; him and a fatass, three-stomached wife who chainsmoked Newports and wrote 
lotto tickets on the grocery list; and their bickering ugly fucking kids who, two out 
of two-point-five of them, according to county statistics, would turn to drugs and 
alcohol before fifteen. 
Although, considering the alternative, Jim-Bob's clan wasn't the worst possible 
fate for the Pokes' land. That worst possible fate was nothing-that is, the bank 
took it back but didn't do anything with it. Just let the paint peel and the rain rot the 
porch, the windows smash in from branches thrown around by summer storms, let 
the weeds grow up over the driveway and bury this whole property, cut all off from 
the rest of this shitty county and the world beyond, all the work of Jeremy-boy for 
fuckin' nothing. At least with the trash there'd be some life to the place. But then 
again, rednecks piss me off. Maybe Bill had a bastard who would show up to claim 
the place. Or a long-lost cousin of Rose's. Or Bill would forget that the gas was on 
and try to light a candle, set the whole fucker up in flames. Better'n lying abandoned 
and forgotten. 
I let myself in, figuring that Rose hadn't heard me pull up. The smell of old piss 
permeated the room and the TV had been left on. Rose sat at the kitchen table in a 
dull yellow robe, a mug of coffee cupped between her hands. There wasn't any steam 
rising from the mug. Bunch of oddities on the counter, cups and plates and bills and 
junkmail, a prescription medication bottle, an as-yet-unfinished Christmas card. 
Rose smiled. "Hey, there." 
"Hi, Rose." I leaned down and pecked her cheek-wrinkled and leathery, rough 
skin, I felt like I could smell the cancer reeking out of her. 
"Bill is out back," Rose said. "He's saying ... goodbye to Charley." 
I could see him through the glass of the back door, frail old form with one 
steadying hand on his knee. He bent over another frail old form, this latter on his 
back with legs half-curled and sticking into the air, stub of a tail thumping with weak 
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and lazy strength. 
"Will he be all right?" I asked . 
"Yes, yes. It's just been too much on him. On us. Charley can hardly walk now." 
"I know." Last time I was over here, replacing rotted boards on their porch, I had 
to carry him down whenever he wanted to come outside. 
"His legs have gotten so bad. The seizures are so much worse now. And he can't 
control his bladder. I've had to clean up for him four times already today." 
That would explain the piss smell. "You sure about this? Really, Rose. It's okay 
to take him to the vet." 
Rose shook her head. "Bill doesn't want a stranger to do it." 
I nodded. Bit my lip and chewed off a layer of skin that had dried in the cold. 
"Just take him over to the oak tree, by the kudzu patch. Bill dug the hole this 
morning." 
"Okay." I slid open the door and stepped out back. 
Bill straightened as much as he could and peered across the lawn. I raised a hand 
and walked over to him. "Lucas?" he called. 
"Yeah." We'd learned-me and Rose-that it was just easier to go along with 
him. 
"When you get home?" he asked, but he was staring down at Charley. Bill 
couldn't fully straighten his back. He was hunched forward near the top of his spine 
with this malformed posture that just looked fucking painful. He wore a threadbare 
jacket that had probably been black when Rose bought it for him, probably a decade 
ago, and it had dulled to dark gray. Baggy jeans and old workman's boots stained 
with scuffs and streaks of fresh dirt, bald head covered by a skewed beanie. Squinting 
between myself and Charley, who was now struggling onto his feet. "That damn, ah, 
that boy from up the street. Boy who got into all that trouble, James or sommick-" 
"Jeremy." 
"Yeah, that one. He's coming over here to, ah .... " His squinting face squashing 
into wrinkle-lined confusion. He trailed off into staring at the hammock. 
Charley was up now and he staggered over to my side, sniffed at my hand. I 
rubbed his ear. "That's okay, Dad. How about you go inside with Mom? She made 
coffee." 
"Can't argue with that. Better have some ready for that James boy when he gets 
here. Whatever the hell for. Your mom's taking a liking to him, hell if I know why." 
Bill started for the back door without a word. No inquiries as to whether I was 
coming in, or why the Remington had been left propped against the deckpost, or 
why the guy who answered to the name of his dead son was, at twenty-two, seven 
years older than Lucas had been when he'd stuck that same Remington into his 
mouth. Or fury, at how James could pretend to be a man's dead son to his face. 
8 Hair Trigger 39 
Charley stayed by my side, lured into companionship by my deep-scratching 
fingers behind his ear. He was a pit bull, not much to look at now, with his ashen 
hair and indentations of ribs pressing into his skin, or his half-closed milky eyes and 
shaking legs. I knew that I'd hit a good spot behind his ear because he sidestepped 
into me, his thick front shoulder pushing against my jeans. His mouth opened and 
his jowls rose up into a smile. 
"C'mon," I said, and walked over to the deckpost. With a last look toward the 
house, I picked up the Remington and called to Charley. He padded half-lurching 
after me, what would have been a carefree loping not even a year ago. We passed the 
hammock and entered the forest. 
The walk was short. I watched Charley and thought about how limber he'd been, 
back on those few times I'd seen him on the end of a leash held by Rose, walking 
up and down the main road of our neighborhood. Back then he'd been bulky as 
hell: hammy stacks of muscle condensed into his shoulders, muscles that rippled in 
the sun with easy and alert power. Black hair and sharp brown eyes. He'd bound 
forward at the sight of man or animal, straining Rose's grip on the leash, but I'd 
never seen him attack anything, just run up sniffing and making a commotion. 
He'd charged me and Grace like that once, during a walk through the 
neighborhood. It had to have been late summer, when we'd been together enough 
months to fuck and then begin admitting deeper feelings. After she'd started smoking 
with me and Lane, but before the pills. Our hands clasped, smokes in our free hands, 
I don't remember what we were talking about but it was probably gossip. Or, hell, 
we might not have been talking at all. Just enjoying the walk and the held hands and 
the fact that we didn't have to talk. 
And out of the woods, heralded by this deep series of barks that were more like 
booming cannon fire, came Charley. Grace screamed and fell behind me, yelling at 
me to get him to go away. I stood there, uncertain, as Charley slowed to a trot, still 
heading steady for us, mouth open, his tongue lolling stupidly from the side of his 
mouth. 
So I extended a hand. Grace demanded to know what the fuck I was doing. 
I ignored her and let Charley sniff my hand, then legs, and then I put a hand on 
him. Found a good spot behind his ear and scratched, deep, and he pressed a bulky 
shoulder against my knee. 
I didn't see him again for years, not 'til I came back from Kansas. And what a 
time that had been, sitting around my dad's house while he and my stepmom were 
off at work, and my stepsister first at school and then, when summer came, either 
moping around the house or passive-aggressively flirting at me. I was busy flushing 
the oxys and all the other shit from my system, and sometimes all I could do was 
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lie in bed watching Netflix, or sit in the living room watching Netflix. Many nights 
I walked chilly and empty backroads, surrounded on both sides by thickening rows 
of corn, and sometimes I walked during the day, sweating. Hoping that everything 
I'd ever taken into my body would evaporate out and these organs, these muscles 
and veins and over-stretched skin would all be cleansed. Antsy, jittering, punching 
mailboxes when it got too bad, or whenever Grace would message me, trying to elicit 
a response, to reestablish a shadow of what we'd shared. Now, I'm just convinced 
that she wanted to know why ... why I left her and Lane and all the others, why I 
dropped the only life I'd known. 
Charley led the way, stepping with a lack of care that betrayed his excitement. 
His unsteady paws came down gentler on the dead undergrowth than my clomping, 
slip-resistant work shoes. How could I explain to her, to any of them? That I'd 
glimpsed a life beyond all the drugs, the parties, all the madness, and I could only 
have done that because I'd gotten sick of what we were doing, the same shit every 
single day. Smoking, drinking, crowding houses and apartments and clubs. How 
could I tell Grace and Lane that as I watched them stab themselves with needles for 
the first time, while I myself ripped lines of oxy off a manila envelope because there 
was no other flat surface in the room, as some damned repetitive song thumped from 
the living room downstairs, a living room packed with reddened-eyed phantoms 
who wafted through the unending and thickening fogbank, that I saw with this brief 
but profound clarity, like a biblical revelation, that this was not how anything was 
supposed to go. That we all had such clear, energized, driven ideas of who we were 
and who we would be: in x years I'll be living in y doing z. One year, the county, 
drugs. Two years, the county, drugs. Three years, the county, drugs. Seven years, the 
county, suicide. It was supposed to be seven years, New York City or Chicago or L.A. 
or Paris, living. 
Not smoking and snorting and shooting up and bumming around every single 
night with the same people, to the same terrible music in the same houses along the 
same backroads, in this, the county of our parents who had hoped for us to find 
opportunities to move out of this dying place. Their disappointment was a smog 
hanging over the county that reduced visibility to a day long-What happens today? 
What happens today? What happens today? We'll figure out tomorrow when we 
sober up in the morning. 
Life is motion. So it follows that death is stillness, is the lack of forward 
momentum, or the lack of willingness to initiate, lack of change. But even if that 
change is for the worse, it's still its own kind of growth. So long as there is motion. 
Right? 
But if the only choices are two versions of stagnation-no chance of advancement 
in our pickled little lives-then what does it matter, the morality of either? If in the 
10 Hair Trigger 39 
end you're always plodding ahead on unsteady legs? 
When we reached the oak tree, this twisted monstrosity with bare, bony fingers 
that pointed accusing to the sky, Charley ran at a stagger to the shovel sticking 
from the ground. He stepped between the dormant kudzu vines and sniffed around, 
marking Bill's scent. Next to it, a hole. Not quite six feet, but still too deep for 
rainwater or scavenging animals to access. 
I knelt by the hole. Charley padded around from the other end, brought himself 
up next to me and sniffed at my face. Normally I'd let him, even grant him a lick or 
two before pushing him away. 
But today I held him from my face and wrapped an arm around him, gentle but 
firm. He wagged his tail so hard that it shook his ass, licking his chops and pushing 
into my hold. 
How do you tell her that you realized the impending grand death-that you tried 
in the harmonic connectivity of your high to explain it, desperate, unable to convey 
the horrors-and she, fucked up on shooting up, couldn't follow your words or feel 
the horrors. 
How do you tell her that if you were stronger, you would have brought her 
with you to Kansas? Her and Lane, you could have saved them if they wanted to be 
saved? But you hadn't convinced them that they were worth it, you weren't strong 
enough. In fact, you showed them the opposite worth, by leaving them behind .. . . 
How do you tell her that you ran away to save yourself, because you'd given up on 
her? 
I set the Remington by my side and slid the two of us down into the hole. He 
struggled, but only from the unexpectedness of the action. It came up to my waist, 
but blocked Charley completely from the surface. He whined, tail wagging stiff and 
uncertain. 
How do you confess that you can't remember if she always looked as sick and 
dead as she did at the funeral? That you might have just been so drugged up before 
that she may have appeared a hallucination of beauty amid the rest of the filth? 
I picked up the Remington and checked it-fully loaded-and undid the safety 
and chambered a round. Charley's whining picked up. I think he understood that 
something was wrong and he pressed his shoulder against my leg, hard, desperate, 
snapping his head up to bark soft and pleading. 
How do tell her that you gave Lane his first pill, that you suggested getting hold 
of some heroin but that you bitched out at the last minute and left him with a surplus 
that Grace decided to try? 
It killed me, how bad he wanted me to pet him. How he didn't paw at the sides 
of the hole or try to scamper his way up and out. He knew he couldn't. But I wanted 
him to try. I did, so fucking bad. Because then maybe I would have hauled him up, 
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pretended that letting him slink through another month of pissing all over the house 
and seizing up and yelping when his tumors ached would save me, save me from 
doing what I'd already fucking done before. 
The life I'd glimpsed and thrown everything away on had been the survivor of 
that original hope, that we could make something of ourselves, x y z, successful and 
smart and beautiful, our doom poetic and beautiful and not this. Not this. 
I climbed out of the hole and Charley's whines sharpened into yelps, confused, 
knowing betrayal but unable to believe. I stood by the shovel and leveled the 
Remington. This was supposed to be the moment when Rose and Bill came running 
out of the trees, Bill suddenly in full possession of his mental faculties and Rose 
freed from the cancer eating away at her chest and throat, with them Lucas waving 
his arms and demanding the Remington back because he needed to finish the job, a 
gaping hole in the side of his head, dripping blood and uncoiling gray folds of slimy 
goop swinging from his skull with every step and splattering onto the foliage. And 
maybe behind him Grace, not sickly and high but beautiful with gray eyes shining, 
screaming at me that if I did this, there was no hope and all the pain I'd caused us 
would be for nothing-that the truth couldn't be found, not no more, but that if 
I spared him then at least I didn't have to lose the timorous fleeting shard that I'd 
managed to hold onto. 
Charley was pacing and so I couldn't get a good bead on him. When I finally 
thought I did, I pulled the trigger. Dirt blasted from the side of the hole, not an inch 
from Charley's head. He yelped and jumped back and his legs gave way and he fell, 
pressed up against the side of the hole, pawing at the dirt in his eyes. 
"Jesus, Charley, I'm sorry," I said. Tears in my eyes. I looked back to the trees, but 
nobody was coming. Nobody cared. Nobody to stop Jeremy-boy. 
I whistled. Charley looked up, blinking, whining. Dirt covered his nose and ashy 
chest. I leveled the Remington again, kept Charley's head square in the crosshairs. 
Sucked in air. Exhaled. 
Closed my eyes and fired. I waited, listening amid the ringing in my ears, for soft 
whining to come trickling forth from the hole. 
There was a reason Charley had to die and there was a reason that I had to be the 
one to do it. And it made sense that shooting a hole through his head felt like I was 
also putting one through my chest. 
But what did not make sense, what had no reason or taste or fucking fairness, 
was that the first shot didn't kill him. When I opened my eyes, I saw that he was still 
moving, even though his head was no longer intact. Front legs jerking, back arching, 
bJood bubbling from his .... 
What was the utmost cruelty of the world was that the second shot didn't kill 
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him, either. His entire body rocked up and then back down, but his legs still kicked. 
The mercy of the third shot was only so because it ended the cruelty of the 
preceding shots. 
Rose had left a sticky-note 'top a tupperware container of oatmeal-raisin cookies on 
the counter: Jeremy, Bill had a fit, took him to doctor. Please take these back home 
& thank you for helping. 
I picked up the container and rattled the contents around, watching crumbs flake 
off and grind to dust under the stacks of dissolving cookies, turds of raisins poking 
forth. I hated oatmeal-raisin. Just pretended to like it whenever Rose offered. I'd 
bring them back to the house, figuring that Mom would either eat them or take them 
to work. 
Flipped the sticky-note over and scribbled: Left gun in shed, rounds under the 
bucket. I had one of the two keys to the shed, Rose the other, that way Bill couldn't 
wander in and hurt himself on the tools or blow his toe off if we'd accidentally left 
the rifle loaded. 
My writing was terrible, a series of jagged lines because my hand wouldn't stop 
shaking. I set the sticky down and clicked the pen closed. Tapped its withdrawn head 
on the countertop. 
I stared at the Christmas card I'd noticed on my way in-realized that it was 
actually a birthday card. Rose's handwriting was so clearly legible that I didn't need 
to lean in or slide it around. 
Lucas, Happy Birthday to a wonderful son, my little gift from God. 
I did the math on the date-he must've been fifteen, so that had been his last 
birthday. Last card Rose ever wrote for him. 
Next to the card, standing tall as always among the clutter, that prescription 
medication bottle. Surrounded by a sea of junk mail and unwashed dishes, transparent 
orange plastic that gleamed under the kitchen light. 
It was hot in here-the kind of all-encompassing, stifling and breathless stickiness 
that makes it impossible to breathe in a heavy coat, after walking into a warm house 
from the stark and prickling cold outside. I peeled it off, intending to relax in the 
living room just long enough to cool down, recollect my nerves, then head to work. 
But I didn't leave the kitchen. Just stood there with my coat in one hand, the 
tupperware in the other. And stared at that bottle. They weren't white pills inside, 
not the thick oblong joints I'd been thinking about since yesterday. These pills were 
purple, tiny and circular. 
I deliberated. For a long time. The dirt on my hands, griming up the coat and 
tupperware, it felt viscous, fluid. Warm. I promised that I'd never wash my hands 
again, no matter what decision I made in the next few moments. 
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I made that decision and it wasn't Grace who forced the bottle into my hand. 
Wasn't the resignation in her dark eyes or the yellow in her skin that drew my 
own eyes across the label, as my fingers rotated and then shook the bottle. Lane 
in his coffin with his track marks hidden by the sleeves of his last and only suit 
didn't make me twist the bottle open and shake a pill into my hand. Watching him 
and Grace stabbing each other's arms as a party, the party, The Party, every party, 
thumped below us didn't hold a gun to my head and make me read the etchings on 
the back-Eon one side, 30 on another. Opana, Rose was worse off than I thought. 
The gun I held to Charley's head didn't make me pop the pill and dry swallow and 
then transfer two more into my pocket and re-twist the lid and settle it back into its 
exact position among the mess. 
I did that, not Grace or Lane or Charley. I locked up the house behind me and 
carried the cookies to the truck. As I pulled a three-point-turn out of the yard, the 
yard that would soon be overgrown with untended weeds and scraped paint and 
broken windows and nests of owls and rats, I knew that I had done it only for 
myself. 
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Zhicheng 
Mingming Wu 
ZHICHENG IS THE NAME OF THE SUPERMARKET IN CHINATOWN. FOR YULAN, THE 
feeling when she pronounces this name is quite like the feeling when she is saying 
a stranger's name. She can even take a guess from the pronunciation that this girl 
might live in Jiangnan, which is also Yulan's hometown; she also might be a girl who 
has a soft temper and a gentle character; she may have the most beautiful eyes and 
long, black hair; she may smile like a flower in the spring wind. However, Zhicheng 
is just the name of a narrow, or even kind of a messy, supermarket. It is at the corner 
of the very first two streets of Chinatown. For Yulan, the name is neither beautiful 
nor meaningful now. 
Actually, Yulan has been to this place for a couple of times. However, every time 
when she walks to the front gate, she would have this kind of feeling. It is very weird; 
it is like what an Italian person would feel when he eats a slice of pizza in Beijing. 
Every time when she wants to express .this complicated feeling, she feels bitter in her 
heart. It's hard to explain. 
Zhicheng is just a small, ordinary two-storied house. There is a huge 
green board just above the front door. On the board, "Zhicheng" is written in 
bright yellow Chinese characters. For Yulan, this is almost the only place she could 
see a Chinese board. She also has an illusion that the narrow gate of Zhicheng is 
like an entrance. As soon as she opens the door and goes into the space, she would 
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travel through time and go back to her hometown, Jiangnan. 
Yulan comes from Jiangnan. She has spent more than forty years living there 
until her son immigrated to the United States for a better job. She is so proud of her 
son, that's why she has made the decision to leave her hometown so quickly. She had 
spent her whole life dreaming about moving out of her small town; however, when 
she had really moved to Chicago, she became endlessly homesick. Moving always 
sounds like an easy decision when people say it excitedly, but it is actually not. 
Yulan did all of these things for her son; he is her only son, so making his life more 
comfortable means everything for her. 
In Yulan's memory, Jiangnan was always a warm place. The scenery is the best 
thing she has ever seen, and the weather is gentler than any other place. There is a 
carpet of colorful, fresh flowers covering every single spot of the huge carpet when 
the first blast of spring wind begins to blow. And when the weather gets hotter, the 
cicadas begin to sing. Their songs mix with the distant cicadas', and that is what 
summer should sound like. Yulan missed that sound a lot, it was a song that she 
could even touch in the deepest night. However, she also lost it in this huge, noisy 
city. 
The dry, piercingly cold smell of winter's air rushes into her nose and reaches 
her lungs. She begins to cough heavily. She has never experienced this kind of cold 
weather. Jiangnan's winter just keeps the gentle temperature from the other three 
seasons. The weather would be warm enough for children to play in the field wearing 
only thin sweaters. During winter there is usually nothing but the remnant, dry 
leaves in the field, and the kids who wear colorful sweaters and play with each other 
would become magical running flowers in the field. They would run and run until 
their shapes were narrowed into tiny, tiny spots. After moving to Chicago, sometimes 
Yulan could still hear the laughter and see the pictures in her memory. 
However, for now, all these memories seem like a beautiful dream. And 
Yulan would sink into it every time when she comes and stops at Zhicheng's gate 
unconsciously. She stands there silently until there is another person who is trying to 
go into Zhicheng. He has to shove her in order to remind her that she stops in front 
of the door. 
Yulan feels the poke on her shoulder, and it brings her back to reality. "Sorry. 
Very sorry." Yulan rouses herself and apologizes immediately. Apologizing is the first 
thing she has learned after she came here. 
The person steps into Zhicheng and leaves the door closing slowly behind him. 
Yulan could feel the warm air flying into her face; she could even sniff the familiar 
smell of the mixture of Chinese seasonings and the fresh vegetables. 
Yulan takes her red, thick scarf off; she holds it in her hand, takes a deep breath, 
and then she opens the heavy door. Zhicheng is still that narrow, even kind of messy, 
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supermarket as last time when she came. Dozens of shelves just appear into her sight, 
and all of them are fully filled with food; all the space is crammed with hundreds of 
jars in different colors, and all sizes of plastic bags. There are shopping ladies near 
her age everywhere in here. They all wear colorful coats and hold a heavy basket 
on their arms. They shuttle in the narrow space between the shelves and choose 
what they want to buy quickly and skillfully. They are all Yulan, though they have 
different names and different stories of life with them. Yulan could see herself from 
them: loneliness, eagerness, homesick, and sometimes even a little bit crazy. 
"Duo shao qian yi jin a zhe ge rou?" one voice said with a strong Southern 
accent in Chinese. Yulan pulls her thoughts back and turns her stare toward the 
voice. She sees the butcher's counter. 
The counter is more crowded than other places, the butcher points at the meat 
with his huge knife's top, and answers loudly, "Wu kuai!" He speaks poor Chinese, 
and makes a sign of five fingers with the other hand, trying to show the price. 
Yulan could capture his hesitation from his answering. She walks to the counter 
and squeezes herself into the crowd. She is ready to bargain. She needs meat and 
bargaining always feels like a huge fight for her. Zhicheng is the only place in Chicago 
where she could buy things in her mother language. She is always afraid to speak 
English in those supermarkets, which are in the center of this huge, flourishing city. 
Though Yulan is always tough with a strong mind in front of her son, just like 
millions of mothers on this planet, she is still timid without her son by her side. 
When she leaves the house and steps into the crowded city, she gets shy and moves 
slowly and waveringly like an old person. And this is exact the reason why she still 
comes to Zhicheng, though she doesn't even like it. In Zhicheng she can speak her 
mother tongue, and the mother tongue is her best and most necessary weapon, which 
could protect her from this unfamiliar city. It gives her courage. 
"Tai gui le ba! Rou zhang jia tai duo la!" Yulan steps into the crowd in front 
of the chopping board and raises her voice. She knows how to bargain very well, 
and a high voice is the most important tool. This ability is like her gift, or it is every 
mother's gift; it is like their nature. 
Yulan still remembers her first time to see the butcher's counter with her mother 
when she was only eight or nine years old. She could still recall the smell of the raw 
meat and all those dry, bloody spots that spread to everywhere near the chopping 
board. The smell and those bloody spots made her stop several steps away from the 
chopping board and made her begin to recall those murder scenes in many horror 
movies. But now, she feels nothing. The only thing she still cares about is the price. 
She touches the cuts of meat with her fingers, and tries to compare their quality from 
each other. 
"Tai gui le ... Ai, tai gui le . .. . " She mumbles in a low voice. Actually, there is 
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not such a big difference between those pieces of meat; she just can't stop her hands 
trying to find some meat with a better quality. 
After a very long while, she finally decides: "Gei wo qie yi jin ji xiong rou, Liang 
jin niu you." Her words are like a command, and as soon as her words come out, the 
butcher finally begins to lift his sharp knife and cut the red or pink meat forcefully. 
The butcher has no expression on his face. Yulan stares at his knife and the 
actions of his hands. He moves so quickly that it makes her dive a little bit into it. 
When Yulan was still a little girl, she was scared about the raw meat and bloody 
scenes a lot. However, as soon as she got married and had her son, she lost that kind 
of fear. Maybe it is another nature of being a mother, and she couldn't tell the reason. 
For now all she is doing is just looking at the butcher cutting and chopping those 
pieces of meat for her. He chops, cuts, divides the pink and bloody, red, raw meat 
into smaller pieces, and then puts those piles into different plastic bags. And as soon 
as the bags are filled with pieces of fresh beef and chicken breast, Yulan picks them 
up and throws them into her basket. She looks at those thin plastic bags, and a weird 
sense of relief rises silently from the bottom of her heart. Her purchase for today is 
done. She could get rid of this place now, and she doesn't have to come back until 
the next time for purchasing. 
Yulan gets the meat paid for, and leaves Zhicheng quickly. There is a new voice 
asking for the price again, and there are still crowded, full-filled shelves and colorful 
plastic bags with familiar Chinese characters on the covers everywhere in that narrow 
space, but she doesn't stay even for one more second. 
For Yulan, Zhicheng is like a current shelter. It stands in that frozen corner for 
all the people like Yulan. They rush in and out without expression on their faces, but 
they all know that they need this place. They each need a place where they could say 
a little bit of words in their mother language. 
When Yulan is walking back across the street, she remembers the hesitation of 
the butcher's answer and his poor Chinese. She finds it very hard to imagine what 
the feeling would be like for a person who doesn't know his mother tongue. Maybe 
it's because he has been living in America for almost his whole lifetime, which is long 
enough for him to forget the pronunciations and the meanings of words in their 
mother tongue. 
She also couldn't imagine how would the butcher end his everyday life. He may 
just shut the front door of Zhicheng when the dusk is coming. Then he would come 
back to the counter, he would wrap the rest of the meat up and put them into the 
giant, noisy fridges. He could light a cigarette, and then he would swill out all those 
marks of dry blood with water. He would do all these things with his glazed eyes 
and that smoking cigarette in his mouth. And finally, maybe he would take off the 
plastic gloves, leave the aprons on the chopping board, and leave Zhicheng from the 
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back door in silence. He is also another Yutan. Yutan doesn't know how it would feel 
when he walks lonely through the streets in this flourishing city. 
"So he would never know that his market owns a Chinese girl's name." Yulan 
murmurs in her mind, and wears her red scarf back aroµnd her neck, tighter against 
the frozen wind. 
The name should be called Zhicheng. The pronunciation should go steady at 
first, and then rise a little bit at the end. And he could never imagine that this girl 
could come from]iangnan in China, a place that doesn't have frozen rivers in winter. 
Jiangnan has flowing rivers and swimming ducks even during the deepest winter, and 
it has those ordinary, nameless flowers on the shores for all the rest of the seasons. 
At this moment, imagining all these things, Yulan's hate of the crowded 
supermarket gets a little bit weaker. She feels a slice of sorrow, but she can't tell the 
reason why she's feeling it. Maybe it's just because she has left Jiangnan for such a 
long time. 
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The Prize 
Elizabeth J. Gerard 
"You PLAY THE GAME, YOU KEEP THE PRIZE." 
My mother always said that. When I was young, my mother always said that. 
You play the game, you keep the prize. 
I'd nod like I understood, even though at the time I had no idea she was talking 
about babies as prizes gained from a game I knew nothing about. The games I played 
didn't involve any prizes. Only winners or losers. 
In the dwindling twilight, I ran through the streets of our neighborhood playing 
Jail Break with my older brothers. I never understood why they laughed when I 
called it "Jail Bait." I didn't understand irony. Yet. That would come later. Much 
later. 
In the school playground at recess I played double dutch with my girlfriends. 
Strawberry shortcake, cream on top, tell me the name of your sweetheart. A-B-C-D-
E-F-G .... 
Holding the handles, spinning the ropes, jumping in and out of the loops as they 
thwacked against the asphalt, we'd tease each other over which boy in our class 
the game would predict we'd end up marrying. "Oh, George! You're gonna marry 
George!" The marrying part was the only part we ever got to, the idea of babies 
coming along with those marriages wasn't ever a part of the game. 
The only prizes I got came in Cracker Jack boxes. Tiny and made of cheap 
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plastic, they were no prizes I ever wanted to keep. I knew that the only prizes worth 
keeping were the huge stuffed animals no one actually seemed to win at the summer 
carnival. Even the easily gained goldfish were ultimately worthless, dying within a 
few days. They'd end up on their backs, protruding from the cloudy water in my 
mother's largest glass mixing bowl, their bellies swollen and peach-flesh pale, their 
eyes bulged open, their fins flared out like sodden angel wings. 
Then, a toilet bowl funeral, followed by the long winter wait until the next 
summer carnival would come, bringing, with it another goldfish prize. I would 
carefully carry the tiny orange creature, swaddled in a plastic baggie, through the 
sweat-dripping August night, always hoping that this time, my prize would live. 
Cicada song trumpeted my newly gained bounty while fireflies, knowing the joy and 
fascination would be short-lived and sour, lit my path home anyway. 
I knew nothing of prizes and even less about babies. Coded language kept me 
confused. Aunt Flo came to town. I didn't have an Aunt Flo, but every girl I knew 
seemed to gain one sooner or later. Buns were in ovens that weren't of the Easy-Bake 
kind. Rabbits died with alarming regularity-wild or pets-neither were safe. Storks, 
like skinny Santa Clauses, dropped bundles of joy down chimneys. Water broke 
(How exactly could water break?). Women went off to cabbage patches and came 
back with babies, the cabbage apparently long forgotten. I'd even heard rumors that 
watermelon seeds, if swallowed, grew inside tummies until they burst, spilling red 
chunks, secretly, in bathrooms or hospital beds. 
I was thirteen the first time I came close to knowing something about babies. 
As close as I'd ever gotten, or would get, until years had passed. My cousin, newly 
christened, lay cradled in the crook of my young aunt's arm, his white baptismal 
gown flowing out across her freckled knees laid bare by the hem of the mini 
dress creeping up her thighs. After the cold-cut sandwiches on white bread, the 
warmed-over baked beans, and the celebratory cake-all served family-style at long 
plastic tables in the church hall-my aunt surprised me in the ladies room. There I 
stared, dumbstruck, as she unbuttoned her blouse and snapped down a flap of bra 
to reveal a nipple and aureole dark as a mole. My baby cousin raised his tiny pink 
mouth and latched onto his mother's breast, suckling sustenance as I watched in awe 
and wonderment. Suddenly, I understood why babies were considered such precious 
gifts. A gift I now desperately wanted to receive when I was grown-up, just like my 
aunt. 
I was asking for it. 
My mother always said that. When I was young, my mother always said that. 
I was asking for it. 
I was asking for it if I wore a dress deemed too short. I was asking for it if I 
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played with boys who were not my brothers. I was asking for it if I colored my lips 
in a sweetheart pout with my mother's one tube of lipstick. Revlon Red. The only 
color she ever wore, but so infrequently (saved for only special occasions) that when 
she died, the same tube I'd played dress-up with as a child lay cold and crumbling in 
the medicine cabinet, unsalvageable. Just another undesirable belonging thrown into 
the garbage, after she was laid in the ground. 
I was always, always asking for it. But what exactly was I asking for? If it was 
as bad as my mother made it seem then why would anyone ask for it? Why would 
anyone want it, whatever it was, any more than I'd want a leftover prize from a game 
I didn't know I was playing? 
Then the years passed, and though I became an adult and played the grown-
up games my mother had so direly warned me about, I never did get what I was 
asking for-I never got to keep the prize. My Aunt Flo, hidden far, far away in my 
dark family tree, visited infrequently and when she came, she brought only pain and 
nothing worth keeping. No storks, no bundles of joy, no cabbage patch kids. No 
prizes for me. 
Just toilet bowl funerals, the water broken by tiny chunks, red as watermelon, 
but grown from an entirely different sort of seed. 
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For Us Sinners 
Marygrace Schumann 
HE LEANS AGAINST THE COUNTER, HIS ARMS THICK, VEINS SOFT AND CHAOTIC. 
"You single?" 
I bend down to grab a bag from underneath the counter. It whooshes as I flop it 
open. I smile at him politely as I carefully fold up his $5, graphic T-shirt and stick it 
in the bag. 
"It's $5.55," I repeat. 
He smiles back at me, one side of his mouth curving up, an eyebrow quirked. 
The Cubs hat covers up his balding head, but he was fidgeting with it earlier, taking 
it on and off while I was taking care of a young hispanic woman. I miss her. Her 
hair was wavy and long, her accent thick and unapologetic. She reminded me of my 
mother. 
She smiled back at me, her front tooth less white than the others, and it was the 
most beautiful thing I'd seen all day. 
This man smells like the cologne my cousins wear. It makes me want to fucking 
gag, the smell prickly and overwhelming. 
I look at his hands instead of up at him; they're calloused and wrinkly, knuckles 
swollen. There's a bruise on his thumb. 
"Right, right," he says, finally taking his elbow off of the counter so he can reach 
into his jean pocket and pull a ten dollar bill out of his wallet. 
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His elbows and smell and eyes are back in my space quickly, as he hands me the 
money by sandwiching it between our two palms. His fingers are sweaty. 
I want to cut my fingers off. I want to rip this pretty dress off (my favorite, with 
a low neckline and delicate flowers) and throw a bag over myself. Maybe then he 
wouldn't be looking at me like this, like I'm a prize to be won, like I'm something 
dirty, like he thinks I want him too. He reminds me of men at my old church. I don't 
pray for him to stop, haven't prayed in a long time. 
"Man," he laughs, "this is why I need a pretty girl, so someone can come and do 
my shopping for me. You got a man to shop for?" 
He's silent as I count out his change, the only noise the sound of the coins 
clacking against the drawer between us. 
I pop the drawer closed with my hip, and reach over to give him his change, 
dropping the coins into his palm and stuffing the bills in his hand quickly so our 
hands won't have the chance to interact. I can still feel him on me. 
I take a deep breath before I talk, the thrill of disappointing him making my 
blood run faster and my heart swell with joy. 
"Yeah, well, I don't date boys," I tell him, trying to hide my smile. "So I'm not 
sure why I'd be shopping for them." 
He pulls away like he's been burnt, jerking his arms back from counter, eyes 
wide, moving back a foot in one step. 
"Oh!" he says, trying for nonchalance. "That's awesome! My uh, my niece's 
roommate is a uh, well, you know." 
He isn't looking at me, and I breathe out a laugh, so small I can barely hear it 
myself. 
"Have a nice day!" I smile, handing him his bag. 
I remember the first time my mother let me hold her while she cried. Two years of 
chemo and radiation were a blur of tears that she was always, always, wiping away 
(wrists too thin, eyes never big enough) before I had the chance to reach her. 
"My bird," she'd call me softly, looking at the broken fan above her bed, sheets 
pulled up just enough to cover her waist, her ribs visible beneath the thin cotton of 
her T-shirt. 
" I'm fine, we're fine, it's okay." She said it with a small smile, the same way 
you lie in church. Closing doors quietly so nobody will notice you coming in late, 
swallowing forgiveness during communion, spine too straight when your neighbors 
are watching, sweaty hands when you mutter "peace be with yous " you never really 
mean. 
I'd sneak back into my room, close my eyes and try to forget the way she looked, 
so I wouldn't feel guilty when she'd soothe my nightmares and scrapes and petty 
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playground heartbreaks. The petty playground heartbreaks that happened when 
I'd pretend, desperately, to like boys. The petty playground heartbreaks she'd dry 
my tears over, thinking she knew what what they were about. "Baby," she'd laugh, 
kissing my cheek, "It's just a boy." 
My mom dried a lot of my tears, but I remember the first time she let me hold 
her, knees pulled to her chest, her hair long again, curls sweeping past her shoulders. 
I watched her in the bedroom door, wondering why she hadn't gotten up, hadn't run 
her hand across her face, hadn't made hurried excuses. Instead, she turned to look 
at me, pulling her hands off of her knees and reaching them towards me, wiry and 
small. 
"My bird," she smiled, eyes glassy. "Come here." 
It was cold, the fan finally fixed, the sheets new. I walked to the bed, climbed up 
carefully, sitting as far away from her as I could, my tailbone sliding off the edge of 
the mattress, hands tangled together. 
She laughed, the sound unexpectedly light and easy. 
"Come here," she repeated, rolling her eyes at me teasingly. 
I shrugged, scooting closer until I sat in between her legs. 
She leaned in, until our noses were pressed together. She smelled the way she 
always did, a mix of department store perfume and that sweet smell only moms 
seem to have, simple and unimposing. Home, I'd call it, years later, when I finally 
understood what the word meant. 
"Do you know what's happening next week," she whispered, no question mark 
in her soft voice. 
I nodded, eyes focused on a foggy stain pressed onto her sheets instead of up on 
her. 
"Mastectomy," I said carefully, repeating the word I had heard whispered around 
the house for months and months. It felt heavy and awkward on my tongue, the way 
it feels repeating words at a spelling bee you have no idea how to spell. 
I felt her nod, nose moving gently against mine. 
We were quiet for a long time, the only noise the fan above us, humming with a 
crisp thump. 
"I love you," I said finally, and suddenly, she let go. 
I had seen my mother with tears in her eyes, had seen her at the tail end of a 
breakdown, had even seen her cry softly during her favorite movie, Casablanca. 
Never had I seen her like this, tears falling hard between both of us, her 
body shaking, deep, cutting noises piling out from her throat, so violent I was 
sure in that moment she would never talk again. I wrapped my arms around her 
neck, her own arms coming around my waist, holding me like she was trying 
to anchor herself, nails digging into the groves of my spine, pressing, pressing, 
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pressing, until I wasn't sure where she ended and I began. 
"Shh, shh," I whispered, the way she did when I was crying of nightmares and 
scrapes and petty playground heartbreaks. The way she did when she thought she 
knew why I was so upset. Gentle and soft and powerful, all at the same time. 
"Shh, shh," I continued, kissing the top of her head, trying to focus on her how 
beautiful her hair looked that day, despite how thin it was now. Trying to ignore how 
wet my shirt was, how salty and sad the room smelled. Trying to ignore her knee in 
my stomach and her snot on my neck. 
"You're okay, we're okay," I told her, hoping she wouldn't notice I had no idea 
what I was talking about, had no idea what a mastectomy really meant, had no idea 
what it even meant to be okay. 
"I love you, I love you, I love you," I repeated, over and over again, as she 
continued to scream in my arms. "I love you, I love you, I love you." 
She didn't say it back, couldn't get anything out, her entire body a mess of sweat 
and tears and bones that didn't seem strong enough to support the way she shook. 
"Please, mom, stop," I wanted to say. "I can't do this," I wanted to say. "I'm not 
ready," I wanted to say. "Please, make this stop," I asked God. 
Instead I told her a truth that was easier to hear. I love you, I love you, I love you. 
Instead, God was quiet. 
Eventually, she started shaking less, her screaming turned to shallow breaths, her 
tears to sniffles. 
Still she clung to me, and I continued to whisper to her, fingers gripping her 
shoulder, lips in her hair. 
And that's when I wanted to do it. 
I'm eleven years old, my mom is about to have a mastectomy, and I want to cry 
for myself. I want to wake her up and let her hold me while I cry about how I can't 
bring myself to think any of the boys in my class are cute. 
I held my mom and thought about kissing girls and the twist in my gut and the 
lies I was always, always telling everybody, the way I was sure everybody in church 
hated me, and God, by extension. They came out of nowhere, the way those thoughts 
usually did. I could only ever bury them for so long, even in moments when they 
weren't helpful in the least. They would creep in me, clawing at my throat and my 
heart. 
A part of me, even smaller, wondered if this is my fault. If my mother was 
suffering because I can't stop thinking about kissing girls. 
"I'm a lesbian, Mom," I wanted to say. "And I'm scared. I'm so, so scared. I'm 
sorry. I'm so, so sorry. Everything is my fault. Please, forgive me. Please." 
I wanted to, but I didn't. She was asking me, just for a moment, to take care of 
her. But I would do it for years and years. I would hide things from her to keep her 
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safe. I would stifle my guilt. Here, in her bedroom, I let her know she didn't have to 
be brave all the time. 
But I would be. 
I laugh when they laugh, because that's what you do when you're twelve years old; 
you laugh when everybody else laughs. 
They're all howling, heads thrown back, an empty, plastic Coke liter in the 
middle of our circle, pointing to Mandy Price. 
I laugh with them, louder than any of them, so maybe they won't notice the way 
I can't look at any of them, the way I'm caving in on myself, the way my heart is 
beating unevenly and violently in my chest. I laugh like it's the funniest thing I've 
ever heard-the idea that I would ever want to kiss Mandy Price, with her long, 
glossy hair and blue, blue eyes. She laughs, holding onto her stomach, her mouth 
wide open, pink braces visible, her head thrown back, her long neck smooth and 
bare. 
The group quiets down eventually, all of them squirming on the rough, white 
carpet in Zack Gaffron's basement. 
"Okay, okay," Zack himself says, staring at me pointedly. The room is white, 
white, white-the walls, the couch, blank, blank, blank. "Spin again." 
I inhale through my nose and smile, reaching over to grip the bottle by the cap and 
spin it. 
It goes and goes-lands on every girl (all in jeans and brightly colored T-shirts, all 
with bored eyes and crossed arms) and every boy (with fidgeting hands and hungry 
eyes, big baggy sweatshirts and loose gym shorts). I stare blankly, heart pounding-
It lands on Zack Gaffron. 
"Ooohhhh!" The group catcalls and I swallow. I eye Zack from across the circle, 
a pimple on his chin so large and pink it looks like a second head. The rest of his face 
is clean, though, and he's got a nice smile, I think, for a boy. 
I look at Zack, smiling at me, and I wish it was Mandy ( or Rita or Barbara or 
Crystal or anyone other than this boy). But it's not, so I crawl over, hands and knees, 
and lean over-
The time it takes our lips to meet is slow, the way it is in romantic comedies. But 
there's no kind of sexual tension here: it's painful, his breath thick with the smell of 
stale Cheetos, the big pink pimple almost growing in size, my heart beating so loudly 
my ribs have to readjust to keep it in. And then, our lips are touching. 
I didn't have much to compare it to-I was twelve and this was my first 
kiss-but, I think, this is probably the worst kiss any two people have ever 
shared in the history of the entire universe. His lips are so chapped, like 
they're cutting through me. Our lips are barely moving, just pressed against each 
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other, everyone's eyes on us. 
He's the one who pulls away, laughing gently, staring at me softly. I turn away, 
look down, scramble back to my spot in the circle. 
I don't look when Mandy Price kisses Randy Teller. I ask God to make me stop 
feeling like this. He doesn't. 
When I come home later, I don't let my mother see me cry. I don't open her 
bedroom door. I let her think I'm fine. At church on Sunday, I try my best not to look 
at Mandy. I try my best not to see God in the way it feels like everybody in the room 
knows, hates me, thinks I'm dirty, dirty, dirty. 
(Four years later, when Mandy Price finds out I'm a lesbian, she won't look at 
me. I imagine confronting her, asking her why, asking her if I was that obvious when 
we were young, asking her why she even gives a fuck. 
I don't. Instead, I laugh with Zack Gaffron in our A.P. U.S. class about him being 
my first kiss. I pretend I think it's funny. That's what you do when you're sixteen; you 
laugh when everybody else is laughing.) 
I never really liked baseball. 
The game was so, so slow. Drip, drip, drip. Like honey stuck at the bottom, 
painfully making its way out, out, out. Like eyelids drooping closed, when the sun 
is too bright and your day's been too long. Like the last five minutes of the last day 
of school, waiting, waiting, waiting. Nothing ever happened. I could read a whole 
novel, cuddled up on the couch, and by the time I looked up, the score would be the 
same. 
I never really liked baseball. I like watching my mom put on makeup in the 
morning and history class and Cartoon Network. Sports were never really my thing; 
the rules didn't make much sense, and watching them on a small screen in our living 
room seemed like a waste of time. 
I never really liked baseball, but I loved going to baseball games. 
I remember Comiskey Park (though I guess it's technically U.S. Cellular Field) 
always smelled like mustard and the cologne my dad's friends wore. I'd scrunch up 
my nose when they'd kiss me, a loud smack on both cheeks, and they'd laugh and 
laugh. Their laughs were gruff and loud, filling the stadium. 
Everything I did to them was so funny. The book I always had with me; the way 
I'd furrow my eyebrows when they'd scream at the game; the way I always wanted 
to hold my dad 's hand, following him everywhere so I wouldn't have to let go. 
My father was taller back then, five foot ten inches was larger than life to me, 
huge, huge, huge. His friends were all bigger, but still, he seemed to be the only one 
who ever stood up straight, the rest of them hunched over, greasy hair slicked back. 
My dad's hair wasn't gray yet, and he didn't have to comb it just right to cover 
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his bald spots. Instead it was jet black, always a little messy, parted down the middle 
so two wings fell against his forehead. 
He was tan, always tan. He had an Italian mother and a German father who 
he'd barely known. I think, if my father had been a more liberal man, he would have 
taken my mother's name, Caruso. Would have worn it with pride. But he wasn't 
liberal enough, and he more than made up for his German last name with his dark 
skin and dark eyes. They crinkled when he laughed, the freckles across his nose 
disappearing. 
He would let me eat two hot dogs, even though my mom had made him promise 
I'd only eat one. There was always mustard on my face, usually places in it shouldn't 
have been, like the tops of my cheeks or right below my eyebrow. 
"Kid," my dad would sigh, his Bridegport accent (a mix of South Side Chicago 
and an Italian lithe) thick, the way it got when he was around his friends, "What are 
we going to do with you?" He'd lick his thumb and swipe it across my face, rubbing 
it until the yellow stain was gone and I was giggling and squirming. 
He let me taste beer, every time, and every time I would pretend to like it, pursing 
my lips together afterwards and faking a smile. 
He'd shake his head fondly at me, bringing his arm around the back of my chair. 
"You're something else, kiddo," he'd tell me, and I'd lean against his shoulder, 
watching the game drip, drip, drip. 
I would read during a lot of the game, the shouts of hot dog orders and angry 
fans and shoes scuttling and the announcer's play-by-plays, nothing more than 
background music. The game was boring, but it was comforting, my father's arm 
making me feel safe. 
He had a knack for knowing when something good was about to happen. When 
I was young, I thought it was magic. 
"Kid," he'd whisper, and his voice would be gentle, the way it was when he'd 
read to me at night. "Put the book down. Something's about to happen." 
I'd fold the corner of the page down, slipping it under my seat, stand up straighter, 
pulling my White Sox cap up so I could see better. 
I'd watch as some guy from our team trudged up to home plate, bat loose in his 
hands. He'd swing once and miss. My dad would whisper to me again. 
"Just wait." 
He'd swing again, and for once, everything would be fast, ball and bat colliding, 
boom, boom, boom, ball soaring up, up, up, me, on my feet, hands in the air, my 
little voice as loud as it could go, over, over, over, the guy, whose name I never knew, 
running, running, running, the heartbeat in my ears drowning everything out, the 
stadium roaring, my dad, looking down at me, winking, bending down for a high 
five. 
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I didn't like baseball games very much. My dad knew that. 
But he also knew that I loved magic. I loved moments that were big and grand 
and made the dullness seem worth it. I loved when the princess in the movie broke 
the curse, when people defied the odds, when a family won Fast Money on Family 
Feud. I loved when everything was too much and too bold and everybody was happy. 
He'd let me climb up on his back when the game was down, arms around 
his neck, his hands holding my legs. I'd let my eyes fall closed, slowly, all of the 
Bridgeport voices loud, loud, loud. Still, I could hear my father's among them, always 
a little softer. 
He'd put me in the backseat, and I'd pretend I was asleep, until I really was, and 
I'd wake up in our house in the suburbs, warm and tired. It was before everything: 
before I knew who I was, before anything really mattered, before, before, before. 
Before I was plagued by thoughts of kissing girls, before my mom was sick, before I 
had to be brave all the time, before I thought God hated me, before, before, before. 
I spread out on the hood of my best friend's car. She's texting her mom. I'm laughing, 
head thrown back, my skirt ridden up so high that I can see the stretch marks on my 
upper thigh, stark against the black pleather. My ass is freezing. I'm still laughing. 
"You look good," he smiles, next to the car. I can't remember his name. His 
fingers moved back and forth along the seam of my skirt. It's too tight; he can't find 
a way m. 
I laugh again. My stomach is warm. 
"I don't like boys," I smile. We're friends, I think. "But you're cute too." 
My best friend looks up now. She grabs my hand. He leans in, his tongue on my 
earlobe. It tickles. I can't really breathe anymore. 
My ass is freezing. My stomach is warm. I don't even know who God is. 
"I can change your mind." 
She tugs at me. I slide down the car. I'm still looking at him as she pushes me into 
the passenger seat. 
He doesn't blink. Steps back, just a little. 
We drive off. 
When my mother gets angry, she drives like a maniac. 
Her foot is suddenly forty pounds heavier, crashing down on the pedal with so 
much force it always surprises me when it doesn't break through the car floor and 
onto the rough, black street. 
60, 70,80,90-
We're going so, so fast, my hair slapping me over and over and over again, the 
smell of fresh cut grass disappearing with the ferocity-instead everything is thick, 
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thick speed, the air huge and itchy on my nose, my back pressed firmly against the 
scratched up fabric. 
Needless to say, I don't pick fights with my mother in the car very often. 
This time, however, Stacy, my therapist made this unavoidable. "Your daughter 
told me she wants to kill herself," she told my mom, and everything had come 
crashing down. The thing I had worked so hard to build: a wall that would protect 
her. My mom didn't need to know about my pain, God, she had enough of her own. 
I was already so scared it was my fault, that my mom had to suffer because of me, 
because God was mad at me, because I couldn't go to church anymore, because 
I was wrong, wrong, wrong. I didn't need to share those secrets or guilt with her, 
didn't need to make her feel any worse. 
"How could you even think that?" My mom screeched now, cutting off a tiny 
car with an even tinier old man inside of it, swerving a second later to narrowly miss 
an oncoming semi that seemed, for half a moment, larger than our house, the man 
inside it red: red hair, red face, teeth bared for blood, red. 
"MOM!" I screamed back, as she ran through a yellow light that quickly turned 
red, her foot only pressing down harder on the pedal. "Slow down!" 
"You can't even drive," she yells frantically, tears pooling in her eyes, speeding 
on a nearly empty road now. "Don't tell me how to drive!" 
It's on the tip of my tongue to say it. To throw everything in her face. "I told 
Stacy I think about killing myself, but you'll probably kill us in this car anyways." 
I don't say it. I have never been mean-spirited. I have my father's sharp tongue, 
but my mother's heart, steady and strong and understanding. I don't say mean things 
to my mom; my mom who is a cancer survivor, who had a mastectomy only three 
years ago, who had fallen into a deep depression and emerged kinder and stronger 
than ever. My mother, who I don't say cruel things to. My mother, who taught me 
better. 
I wonder where that heart is now, though, in this car going too fast, with these 
girls so far away from each other, a fear between them so heavy it feels like smoke. 
She is so, so scared. "Not good enough, not good enough, not good enough," we're 
both saying, in different ways. I know she is wrong. I know this is not how you're 
supposed to react when your daughter tells you she sometimes wishes she was dead. 
I know she is being selfish. 
She's not being fair, she's not doing the right thing, but I can't help but think I 
can fix this, I should fix this. I have always fixed things. She is scared, so scared and 
so confused. She thinks it's her fault. She think she's not good enough. 
It's not her fault. My mother, in her pretty red dress and dark, 
curly hair usually looks like a movie star. She's the kind of woman 
who makes everybody blush, and flutter their eyelashes. The kind of woman who 
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always seems to know what she's doing. 
Now, with her frantic eyes and pale knuckles, she looks deranged, on edge. 
I feel so small in comparison, in my T-shirt and jeans, hair in a bun, lipstick 
smeared. I wish, so badly, I could make myself even smaller. I hate hurting her. I was 
sure the best way to do it was to keep things from her but-I can't anymore. I can't 
let her think this is her fault; me wishing I was dead. I push past the irrational guilt 
clawing at me, telling me all of her pain is my fault, that if I tell her, she'll blame me 
for her cancer and depression and everything in between and and and-
The car is shaking now. I close my eyes. 
"I'm a lesbian," I tell her, voice soft, like hers was when she would tuck me in 
at night. It feels like the way you confess something at church. I am expecting guilt, 
sadness, to feel utterly selfish. Instead, I feel relieved. I've never, ever said it out loud. 
The car slows down. My hair stays still, my spine breathes, I do not open my 
eyes. 
"That's all?" she says finally, and I can hear the smile in her voice, I can feel her 
shoulders relax, I can smell her perfume, fruity and home. She doesn't mention her 
cancer. 
I try to find the words to apologize for hurting her, try to find the words to make 
it about her, the way I've tried so hard to do for the past three years. 
"I hate it," I tell her instead, eyes still closed, small lights in the corner of the 
darkness. 
"I would never ... I wouldn't ever ... kill myself, mom," I whisper. "You have 
to know I wouldn't. You have to know ... I begged Stacy not to make me tell you 
but she said ... she said we should. I thought she was right. I thought therapists were 
supposed to be right." 
"She was right," my mom says, ashamed. The car is stopped now, and I wonder 
when that happened. "I'm so, so sorry." She grabs my hand, warm and calloused, and 
we both squeeze. 
It hits me, then, that it's possible for us to take care of one another, equally, 
fiercely, gently. That I don't have to be brave all the time. That I don't have to hide 
from her. That my mother is more than the small woman who I held on her bed while 
she cried. That I am more than her gay daughter. That none of this is really either of 
our faults. 
"Okay," I tell her. "Okay." 
We drive home. We learn to take care of each other again. It takes me years and 
years to tell her about the guilt, the fear that I had made her sick. It takes me years to 
let her know how much I had kept in in the hopes it would keep her safe. It takes us 
years, but in between that, we learn to laugh again. 
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"I'm gay. A lesbian. Gay," I tell my dad, interrupting a Target commercial. My voice 
feels too loud, my throat dry, my heart drowning in my chest, trying to find some 
sort of rhythm and instead, wobbling, jerking around. Lesbian, I said, like it wasn't 
something dirty, like it wasn't my biggest fear, like I was okay with anyone other 
than my mom knowing. 
It's been years since we've been to a baseball game. 
He's sitting next to me on our old, leather couch. It's a deep purple; or at least 
it was, at some point, in between too much food spilling onto the cushions and us 
tracking dirt into the house. He's staring straight ahead, a baseball cap on his head, 
his skin dark and worn, like it gets in the summer. He's in sweatpants and a big, gray 
T-shirt, his arms crossed on his chest as he continues to watch the commercial. I'm 
squirming, legs crossed delicately, my tights itchy, my pink skirt flowy. 
He doesn't say anything, for a long time. So long, I think he mustn't have heard 
me. 
"I'm," I try again, but he coughs, still not taking his eyes away from the TV 
screen. He uncrosses his arms and puts them on his knees, inhaling through his nose. 
"I heard you," he tells me carefully, each word pointed. "I heard you." 
I stare at him, staring at the TV, and start to cry. 
My whole body shakes, my bones feel awkward and out of place. Everything 
feels slippery, unkept, unfair. I stop looking at him. I feel ashamed. I feel dirty. I 
want to climb out of my body. I want to kill every girl who's never had to tell their 
father who they want to have sex with. I wish I had waited to tell him when I had a 
girlfriend. "I love her," I'd say, and maybe I wouldn't feel like a part of me had died. 
Maybe I would feel whole and safe and like telling him meant something. I wish I 
wasn't gay. I wish God would fucking do something about this. I wish God gave 
a shit; that the women in church would stop talking about people like me with so 
much distaste. I wish I had waited until the TV was off. I wish the room didn't smell 
so much like garlic. I wish I had worn a sweater that wasn't so fucking itchy. 
God, more than anything I wish my father would look at me. 
Somewhere, in the mess of it all, he grabs my hand. It's dark and worn, the way 
it always is in the summertime. He squeezes, and I hear it. I love you, I love you, I 
love you. I wish it was enough, but he still doesn't look at me. 
Eventually he will. But the magic is gone. There's no magic here at all. 
"Your church smells funny," my cousin tells me as we drive back to my house. It's 
a Tuesday afternoon. There's a half-melted Dairy Queen Blizzard in the cup holder 
between us, and I want to disappear. 
A Tuesday afternoon was the wrong time for church. 
My friends would joke that for a lesbian, it's always the wrong time for church. 
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I understand where she's coming from, but on Sundays, there's space to hide. Today 
the seats were extra sticky, so sticky that any time you shifted, so did the eight pairs 
of eyes in the room. The crowd was just small enough that it was nearly impossible 
to dis a pp ear. 
In this car, it's even harder. 
My mom's red Jeep is a mess; four coats scattered on the backseat, a pile of 
change in the other cup holder, the seats filled with crumbs, a rosary wrapped around 
the rearview mirror. 
"Hail Mary, full of Grace," I used to whisper in church, smiling to myself like I 
was in on some little secret. Marygrace, my parents had named me, technically after 
my grandmothers. But I had liked it better this way. Hail Mary, full of Grace. It made 
me feel big, important, glowing. 
Now, every time I say it, it feels like a lie. The Lord is with thee-but he's not, 
and I'm scared. 
My cousin isn't looking at me when she talks. Her cheek is pressed against the 
window, smushed gently. Her long, red hair is pulled into a high ponytail. She's 
wearing a black dress, short enough that boys noticed, but not short enough that 
moms did. She has her legs crossed and her hands in her lap. 
My own hands are itching to turn the radio dial up, but I don't. 
Sarah hates the song playing; I don't. It's bubblegum pop, happy, happy, happy. I 
wish it would just drown her out, in this small car, drown me too, so all I could taste 
was artificial sweetness. 
Her voice is quiet, but she has learned to make it rise above the car engine, above 
the music. How she can be so small and so loud amazes me. I feel so big, but my 
voice barely fills my mouth. 
"It smells nothing like mine," she continues, staring out at the perfect suburban 
houses lining my streets. "Too much perfume; not enough God." 
She's such a pretentious fuck. I know she is, I know. And God I know I should just 
roll my eyes, tell her to stick that line up her ass and into a poem, but I can't. Can't 
because I didn't realize that perfume (the perfume that tries to hide Mrs. Paterson's 
judgemental stares, the perfume that stings my eyes, the perfume that is brighter than 
the orange seats in the back) isn't the same smell as God. 
All I can think about is that time eleven and a half years ago when we sat in my 
church and I asked God to make my mom better, to make me better, and I didn't 
know if he could hear me but I knew my cousin could, sitting in the pew next to me. 
I knew she could and I knew she thought that God loved her more than he loved me. 
Loved her more because no one in church pursed their lips when they caught her 
staring too long at another little girl. Loved her mom because my priest never loudly 
declared that the people she wanted to hold hands with would burn her palms and 
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send her to Hell. 
Because God wasn't the kind of awe-inspiring scary my dad told me he was. Not 
the kind that would judge me for the things I did and knew to be wrong, but would 
love me all the same. Instead, he was the kind of man who made my mom sick, who 
made me squirm in church, who made me think everything was my fault. He was in 
the perfume I sprayed around the bathroom to try and mask the smell of her puke. 
I had long since forgiven myself, but I'd never forgiven God. 
So I stopped praying. Stopped going to church. Stopped believing in God. 
Stopped caring. 
Until today that is. The first time I'd been to my church in eleven and a half 
years. And I told myself I didn't care. I told myself not to care. I told myself it was 
just for Sarah. 
Just for Sarah, who hadn't come to my church in a eleven and a half years. Just 
for Sarah, so she could show off her new (and very fake) tan to the boys who sat in 
the front pew on Sundays and got a girl in the back of a car on Saturdays. Just for 
Sarah, so she could remember how much God loved her, no matter what church she 
went to. 
But here was Sarah, saying the most pretentious shit I'd ever heard, and I found 
myself caring. She didn't mean it to make me feel better. If anything, she meant to 
tear me down, but suddenly I cared, I cared. 
God was not my church. I told myself I hadn't prayed to God in eleven and a half 
years but the truth was, it had been at least sixteen. When I was still small enough to 
separate God from my church, when I was young enough to remember that my seat 
in church was not an impermanent place setting in Heaven that slipped further from 
the edge any time I thought too long about a girl. That my church was not every 
church and that God was not an extension of every pursed lip and rude glare and 
warning words. That God wasn't my father, quiet when I came out. That God wasn't 
the men at Kohl's touching me when I didn't want them to. That God wasn't Zack 
Gaffron's lips, chapped against mine. It had been years since I had prayed to God, 
and not to my church. God, I realized, didn't smell like perfume. I had thought I was 
asking God to make everything better, but really I had been asking a congregation to 
stop judging me. I had begged them, quietly, to love me, to tell me everything wasn't 
my fault, to accept me so I would know my mother's sickness wasn't tied to me. 
But I didn't need their love, not really. 
They weren't God. 
I held the steering wheel tighter, my hands still, not answering her. I didn't want 
her to hear my prayers, like she did eleven and a half years ago. 
"Forgive me father for I have sinned. "I start, letting the apology curse through 
the beat of my heart. "But not in the ways they told me I did .... " 
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I couldn't turn the car around yet, but I would. I would turn the whole thing 
around. I would confess to Him, how much I loved, how much I cared. I would learn 
to pray again. Stumbled words and clasped hands. I would kiss girls and I would fall 
in love and I would pray and pray and pray. I would find God in who I was, in how 
I loved, in the steady beat of my heart. 
I would come out to Him, and He would have the best response of all. I had 
thought all of these years He was silent. He wasn't. He had let me save myself. He 
had always been there, just listening. 
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My Old Flame 
Lena Gilliam 
THE KEROSENE LAMP RESTS ON THE HEAVY WOODEN DRESSER. THE FLAMES 
within dance and snap and glide against their wicked glass prison. 
"Let us out," one wisp pleads, begging the man sitting before it." Please." 
The man, John, swallows and sweats. He reaches his hand out toward the 
warmth, tempted. The group of flames look at him expectantly, but he pulls it away 
at the last second. 
"Please," one corner of the crimson light begs. "It's okay. Let us out." 
The voice of the flame is so gentle, so soothing. John extends his hand a second 
time. 
"That's it. Just a little closer." 
In the otherwise dark room, the man's eyes gleam in the bottled light. This isn't 
the first time he has been called into the loving embrace of the twisting, turning fire. 
The last time had almost cost him his life. But that had been two years ago, and 
the fear and the guilt of his mistake had worn off. John shakes his head of all those 
memories from his past. John knows he is ready to try again. 
John wraps his hand around the glass chimney and hisses in pained delight. If he 
survives this, he knows he will have to get those burns properly looked at. He was 
always careful to spare the parks and the women's clubs. Even John has his limits. 
With a jerky motion, he breaks the chimney off the burner, too impatient to 
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properly unscrew it from the base. The glass shatters in the gloam. Something about 
the deadly light makes the razor sharp shards in his palm look more like diamonds 
than plain old glass. 
A cheer erupts from free-flowing flame. The balls of light merrily suck on the 
wick to draw up more gas, and John watches in awe as the flame gets taller and taller, 
unimpeded by any sort of container. 
"You're free!" he shouts, jumping up from his chair. "You're free!" 
He gets a smoky chorus of thank yous from his friends. They are proud of him 
and his handiwork. 
"Where shall we go next?" 
John smacks his hand to his forehead. How could he just let them burn themselves 
out on the dresser? They deserve to be seen and admired by everyone in town. For 
a few moments John ambles about his room looking for a way to carry the fire into 
town. His pipe is too small. His hearth is too large. 
"I've got it!" he shouts. Immediately, he runs back to his dresser. "I know what 
to do!" 
With his loving arms wide open, he leans forward and welcomes the flames into 
his arms. One by one, they cling to his sleeves and his vest and his tie. They climb 
into his hair and his hat, murmuring encouragement and thanks. They climb into his 
mustache and his mouth and his throat, and he cries and screams his gratitude as the 
force he has always loved releases him. 
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What Becomes of the Trained 
Dane A. Campbell 
ONCE INSIDE TREASURE MORGAN'S MOTHER'S APARTMENT BUILDING (TO WHICH 
she was reluctant to allow him entry), Fonse approached her in the same congenial 
way he used to before their breakup. He didn't bring up the STD, her leaving him 
for someone he had known (well), or Exquisite, in light of the fact she had yet 
to say thank you for him having saved her life. Thirty-six died in the night club 
that night/during a stampede/two his best friends/rescuers would find him/an hour 
later/after the devastation/cradling her/barely alive/her vomit all over him/praying 
she'd take another breath/even if he himself didn't. And she did/breathe again/but his 
friends couldn't/and so they didn't/but no thank you. Thank you. He wouldn't have 
needed anything else, except for those two words. Nothing else in the world. Besides, 
nothing else in the world mattered-nothing else in the world was left now that they 
(they, including her) were gone from his life. But not even that she would give. 
Treasure Morgan moved about her bedroom as if Fonse were invisible. Her short, 
blessed frame magnetized him. She sat with an arched back, legs spread wide in a 
folding chair, brushing her hair in the vanity mirror on her dressing table. Then she 
applied a plum-colored lipstick on her supple lips, puckering teasingly. He watched 
her closely, clearing his throat. She crossed to the other side of the room and tried on 
three different pairs of pumps. She was leaving, or needed him to leave, because she 
was expecting company. But of course he didn't take the cue and was asked to leave 
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unapologetically. Consequently, their exchange sparked the wrath of her venomous 
tongue. Then she struck him with the back of her brush across his forehead. He 
pinned her down, but not before his reflexes caused him to backhand her across the 
mouth. She threatened killing him. But he was already long dead, stopping her from 
striking him once more. 
"And go getcho brotha 'n'em, but make sure they come hard for me. And when 
they do, they better kill me," Fonse said to Treasure. He threw her head back on the 
bed, holding most of her shirt's fabric in the grip of his hand. Fake nails clawed his 
arm. She didn't say a word. She just fought him with all she had, a smirk steeled on 
her face. The way she smirked, in that cavalier, fuck-the-world kind of way, always 
got to him most. And she knew it. 
Her bottom lip split, pinked with virgin flesh in the middle. A defiant tear racing 
down her mauve cheek, falling into strands of her now untamed blond weave. But 
none of it meant anything. She cursed about the seventy-five dollar hairdo their 
tussling had destroyed-what really mattered. 
The palm of his hand pressed her head deeper into her mattress as she yelled her 
obscenities, "You ain't shit! You ain't neva gon' be shit. You a fuckin' loser. Find a 
day job, nigga. That rappin' shit ain't gon' do shit for you. Yo' shit weak as hell." 
He released her. She followed him out of the back door, shouting more insults at his 
towering shoulders. He turned around for a second and saw her lip and the blood 
dripping onto her teeth. He also saw her indifference to his pain and fury, fueled by 
her now unkempt appearance: her stretched camisole, her mangled hair. She didn't 
give a damn about his suffering or his mangled heart. 
Standing on the top step of her back porch, she blindly coiffed her mane with 
one hand and pelted him with sharp objects she had picked up from the kitchen with 
the other. He headed for the alley. 
"Your right pinky finger please," Officer Hertz asked. 
Reluctantly, he placed it on the scanner. The officer wrapped his four fingertips 
on one side and his thumb on the other, rotating it so that the bottom edges clearly 
appeared on the monitor. He had a gentle touch, reminiscent of the way Fonse's 
mother, Tanya, touched his hands as a child, examining how well he had cut his nails 
or, more importantly, kept them clean. 
Why yo' fingers so damn soft, my dude? You out here on these streets, tusslin' 
with these niggas but yo' hands sofr as hell? Fonse was perplexed, roving the blond 
strands of hair that lay on the officer's fingers. The officer's hands shook from 
uneasmess. 
Fonse had been to this station before, here and there, with his homies' mothers 
or their girlfriends, posting bail for misdemeanors, always on the other side but 
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feeling twice as guilty as the friend who had been apprehended. None of them really 
broke the law, they just rammed up against it. They'd bruise, he wouldn't. 
The first time there, he counted the parked squad cars out front while watching 
the way the Chicago and U.S. flags rippled in the city's wind. One might have thought 
he was entering a place where justice was upheld, not a place where a man could 
walk in whole and leave with just the scrapings left behind from the carving and 
deboning done to his inner being. 
Fonse once felt untouchable. Not by way of arrogance, but by inexplicable 
intervention. Somehow, someway, he wasn't in the car when Marty, his ride-or-die, 
was caught driving after just downing a forty from Leo's Liquor and Grocers. It 
just so happened that Fonse wasn't at Big Mike's house over on Bishop Avenue the 
day it was raided and Pierce, his ace boon coon, was charged with possession-
though innocent-right along with the real culprits. And it was luck the night he was 
dropped off at home right before the others were pulled over for cruising down 4 7th 
Street in the Buick that none of the passengers knew was stolen. 
Even counting the times he had been there to rescue his guys, he was not a 
regular at the precinct. Being on this end of the counter finally inducted him into 
the pantheon of the rappers he hailed, all heroes with tarnished backgrounds, made 
saints after their persecution. As glorifying as that felt, he was still a nigga, locked up 
among the rest. 
They had apprehended him just steps from his front lawn, half-hour before 
dawn. He was traversing the alley, using a shortcut to get from the trouble he had 
just made at Treasure's. He should have done what he had done in the past: dipped 
through Ms. Rogers' backyard and crept behind Buggy and Prezo's uncle's garage. 
Once the flicker of their LED lights faded, he'd come out and run half a block down 
to the side door of his house. It always worked, the nights he had done nothing 
wrong, just coming home from practicing at Marty's or hanging out with Pierce. But 
because he always "fit the description," it was a measure he had to take. 
"Alfonso Anderson?" the officer said, fishing out Fonse's wallet from his front 
pocket. 
Before he could offer an alias-Byron Reed-the cop said to the other, "Yep, it's 
him," shining his flashlight on Fonse's expired state ID. 
The officer's badge read Norbert. Fonse knew that much. He insisted on keeping 
the flashlight shining in his face. Fonse had to leave his "fucking eyes open" and 
remain unflinchingly still. After a while he had to decide which pain he could better 
tolerate, the rawness of his knees on the concrete or the inferno roaring in his eyes 
from the flashlight. 
While in the station, he really couldn't focus on any particular object in the 
small, enclosed room where his fingerprints were being taken. His vision was still a 
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bit blurred as he posed for his mug shots, the flash from the camera creating formless 
sepals of a fuchsia flower (like the ones in Aunt Latoya's backyard), floating in a 
blurry haze. His eyes had already been suffering from sleepless nights, burned bleak, 
riddled with reddened askew veins. Seeing was hurting, but he still got a good look 
around. It wasn't the "jail" he thought he'd see. 
He could still remember Adam, Pierce, Marty, and Goo, as newly released 
inmates, each at different times, walking out, shoulders stooped, heads dangling 
below their collars. Their lives dried out of them like the addicts thronging 51st 
Street by the second of the month, now low from their cocaine highs, pockets flipped 
inside out. Their entire SSI checks surrendered to the boys on the corner. 
Just making bail, Fonse would watch their fingertips graze the welts on their 
wrists from the metallic bracelets that constricted like pythons on a kill. Finally, 
they'd grab their plastic "possessions" bag, staring at their belts and shoelaces within, 
imagining making a noose. 
Only monosyllabic dialogue on the way home. I'm cool/I'm straight/Just ain't 
tryna go back. 
Searching for this purgatory, this place where his boys had to have been while 
there, a dungeon that had chafed their pride, reducing it to fragments of manhood, 
Fonse lost himself. Forms flipping, ruffling, toppling over, being stapled and filed 
away. Dispatch radios of varying volume levels chirped and guided him back from 
one point of darkness to another. 
He had expected more than just the bare walls, only framed city ordinances 
hanging in no particular fashion. No Devil. No lakes of fire. Only Norbert's deriding 
face, fading out as he left the other one, Officer Hertz, there to finish the processing. 
Fonse muttered: 
"This corrupt system just keep failin' me/But it never fail to be jailin' me/My 
boys on the streets just straight haaaaailin' me/But not one of dem niggas up here 
tryna post baaaaail for me .... " 
His voice was a melodic Brillo pad, coarse and barren. His neck swayed, as if to 
balance the bobbing of his head. 
Hertz placed Fonse's finger off the scanner. "Niiice, who's that,Nas or somebody?" 
he asked jovially. 
Hertz seemed to have taken an interest in him while on their way to the station, 
asking him questions as Norbert, who looked even younger than Fonse, kept his face 
on ice. Hertz told forced, corny jokes their entire way to the station. He Mirandized 
Fonse whispering him his rights, seemingly more annoyed than the one being arrested. 
"Nawl, not Nas," he replied, stretching his neck from side to side. 
"Or lemme guess, Biggie, right?" 
"Nawl, this me. Me and my boys wrote it," Fonse replied matter-of-factly, 
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from rusted lips that barely parted as he answered. 
The officer moved from beside him to the other end of the desk, examining the 
prints as they appeared on the monitor. Then he came back, a smile developing on 
his face. 
"Oh, that's cool. I knew a guy that could come off the top of his head with that 
stuff. He was pretty damn good too. Ring finger, please." 
Fonse rolled his eyes. The officer replaced his pinky with his ring finger. Hertz 
tended to it with caution, in the same way he had done the ones before. 
"Yeah, I freestyle too." 
"That's it. Exactly. Freestyling. That's incredible. Got one for me?" His face was 
luminescent, letting go of Fonse's finger. 
"You gon' lemme out this joint?" Fonse joked, without a smile or any inflection 
in his voice. 
"Man, you'll get an I-Bond and be outta here in a few hours. Just as long as your 
prints are cool. No warrants, right?" He lifted Fonse's ring finger off the scanner and 
then reached for his middle finger. 
"Nawl," Fonse sighed, shifting his weight from one leg to the other. 
"Yeah, you seem like a cool cat. But you gotta stay outta trouble, bro." 
Fonse sneered. Cool cat? Bro? This his way of makin' me feel like he down or 
somethin'? He remembered his "training" and resisted impulse. Doughnut-eating 
bastard. 
Around 79th Street, west of the Dan Ryan, all of the young dudes went through 
"training." As more prepubescent boys were harassed by policemen, Pastor Jenkins 
from The First Baptist Church of Jesus Christ down on 85th and Stewart urged the 
mothers in the congregation to "train" their boys. 
Fonse could see Jenkins wiping sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief 
taken from his suit jacket. "Get 'em prepared, fathers out there; and if ain't no fathers 
in the house today, you mothers, all you beautiful mothers, servin' the Lord-as both 
parents-get 'em trained." 
Come on! Yes Gawd! Amen! women in the first pew would shout, electrified by 
the fervor in Jenkins' voice. The musical director would play a few chords of the 
organ to add emphasis to the young preacher's words. These chords rang in Fonse's 
ears, coming out in a hummed riff. 
The call for this "training" to take place in all of the neighborhood's homes 
was just one of TFBCJC's many reactive initiatives to community issues in the late 
eighties and early nineties. They got their point across through the pastor's explosive 
sermons. One of these sermons was alive in Fonse's mind. This way, he could see it 
all again. 
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"At the cross is where you must be, near, ain't close enough!" the pastor demanded. 
No it ain't! 
With the hall doors open, his voice could easily be heard, bellowing out of the 
speakers down to the street corners. It sent inhibitions through the conscience of 
even the most Godless of the hood's subjects, Yo, let's take this shit down the block, 
my nigga. 
The church radiated a defiant beauty from the spirits of the people who gathered 
there for Sunday service. A sharp contrast from the ugliness outside and around it. The 
potholed streets howled in ghastly, grunting echoes. Sometimes they were drowned 
out by Lynell Brown, the boy soprano in the youth choir, or muted completely by 
Deacon Reed's organ. 
Still, the landmark pained the eyes of the congregation's twilight members who 
could remember when the church pillared the community, the days when taxpayers 
gave it more attention than their own residences. These seasoned folks shook their 
heads in disgrace, moving their aching bones through the entrance, just beneath an 
inoperable clock and an eroding cross. 
The building had been on the edge of disrepair before they used "the restoration 
fund" to hardwood floor the stage, replace a few doorknobs, and cover the cracks 
in the walls with gold-colored paint. The fumes triggered Fonse's Aunt Latoya's 
asthma and she cursed about them using "that ol' cheap paint." The once ruby 
bricks, outlining the building's foundation, trapped in an acrid smell. It was rumored 
to have been emanating from the walls containing the asbestos later found in the 
basement. 
Yet, Pastor Jenkins' voice had the ability to hypnotize its audience, blinding them 
to the crud around them. "Why look back at yo' life, missin' things you never gon' 
have, cryin' over the things you may never do, when there is much to have and will 
be plenty to do in God's palace?" 
"Praise him!" Sister Brooks shouted. 
"But today, we'll talk about what we can do, what we must have while we're still 
here on God's green Earth." He paused, peering at those whom he could forge direct 
eye contact, and then said, "Our boys." /Organ plays. 
Talk about it/Go'on nah/Testify! 
"Perk up yo' ears! 'Cause through me, The Lord is speakin' to ya, in here, this 
mornin' ," Jenkins insisted, coarse-voiced and frantic. A baritone, most of his words 
sung like a Negro spiritual, belted from the diaphragm of a tortured slave. 
"I think the old cats are better anyhow. MC Hammer, Run-DMC, Public Enemy, 
man, those cats made real music, right?" 
"No doubt, but we in different times now. Sh-stuff change. Like people do. 
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Well, some do." 
"Guess I'm not into change then. That's what your stuff is about, change?" The 
officer examined him, rotating Fonse's index finger with way more pressure than he 
had used before. 
"It's about whatever's in my head, feel me? I 'on't plan no rhyme. It just be 
happenin' ." The framed ordinances bored him so he met eyes with Norbert. Norbert 
shifted his. 
"Like this? You being here right now, did that just happen?" He chuckled. 
Fonse's eyes thinned. He chewed on his bottom lip to calm himself. "Yeah, and I 
ain't plan it." 
Norbert stood straight, turned to Fonse and said, "Sure 'bout that?" 
Pastor Jenkins' vocals jumped two octaves into an airy falsetto, way above his range, 
resulting in much of his message being inaudible. This sandpaper sound disagreed 
with his good-looking, relatively young appearance. Fairly new to the church, he 
turned many heads with his flashy suits and Florsheim shoes. He kept a razor-sharp 
haircut with a neatly trimmed texturizer on top. The whole congregation believed in 
looking their best for the Lord, and he its forerunner. 
"When you get home, you put e-ve-ry-thing aside. Hear me? E-ve-ry-thing aside. 
I don't care what bills ain't paid. What dishes need washin'. The time is now to take 
yo' boys, look them in the eye and say, 'I love you."' 
Yes/Organ plays. 
"Say, 'You know God loves ya."' 
Yes, he does! 
"And we both want you safe out here in these streets. So when them men in the 
blue and white approach, you stop. You hear? Say, 'You stop right in your tracks and 
you listen to what they say. You agree to what they say, you shake yo' head to what 
they say.' You hear? Tell yo' boys this tonight, ladies and gentlemen!" 
Amen!/Organ plays. 
"Wowzers, this friggin' machine acts like it wants a vacation or something. I gotta 
do the whole hand again. Shit." Hertz squinted at the monitor, pressing the space bar 
on the keyboard repeatedly/Organ plays. 
Young Fonse sat between his mother and Aunt Latoya, barely ten years old, feeling 
the collar of his pressed shirt cutting off the circulation in his neck, and his tie too 
long for him. He squirmed and wiggled on the hard wooden bench, sandwiched 
between the two round-thighed women. Whack. His mother's fleshy palm slapped 
his arm, warning him to be still. He complied for a few minutes only to fidget more, 
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nervously waiting for the sermon to conclude. 
The pastor's voice yowled, cracking on some words. "Tell 'em, 'If they say, you 
stole from the penny-candy store on Vincennes, you agree. If they say you causin' a 
disturbance down on Carpenter, you say, "yes, officer." Whatever The Devil is tellin' 
them that you've done, you done it, hear?"' 
"And I know that's right," Sister Grace agreed, rising to her feet, clasping her 
hands. 
"If Sister Ernestine's grandson had done that, he'd be here today!" he continued, 
wiping only his neck and forehead though his face was drenched. 
"Yes, Jesus!" Sister Williams sung, seated in the same row as Fonse's family. 
"Had Brother Earl had done what I'm tellin' y'all to do today, his son wouldn't 
be hauled off doin' time for a crime he ain't do. See, these young men thought that 
they could stand up and tell the truth." /Go on/"They thought that integrity was the 
key. Because that's what y'all done taught them, you see." /Yes, they didl"But they 
realized that it ain't in-te-gri-ty, it's hu-mi-li-ty that sets our young men free! But that 
ain't what Satan wants. Is it?" /No, sir/"And he ain't gon' get it. Will he?" /No, sir! 
More voices joined the call and response. The room erupted with testimonials, 
prayer, stomping, clapping, and shouting. 
"He can't win if we keep our boys unharmed and safe. And this is what you must 
do to keep Satan down, ladies and gentlemen!" He pounded the bottom of his fists 
on the podium then pulled the mic out of the holder and charged to the apron of the 
stage, and said: 
"It's cruelty they spring upon us (ha!)/But in God and only in God do we trust 
(ha!)/Life is filled with temptation (ha!)/But we ain't gotta fall to damnation (ha!)/ 
We are blessed (ha!)/Hence why we're put to the test (suh!)/And if there's one thing 
I never have to guess (suh!)/That in His hands we're at our best (ha!)" 
He encored the rhyme with somewhat of a praise dance. He glided across 
the stage, using the balls of his feet, toes, and heels, moonwalking like Michael 
Jackson in his prime. His neck moved like a woodpecker, poking out and retracting, 
synchronized with the movement of his feet, as the pianist went into an extended rift 
on the organ. 
The room was filled with the calls of banshees: Yes, Lawd/Nobody better than, 
Jesus/Thank you, Father! 
"I went to a Wu-Tang concert in college. They played at Rosemont. Bro, they fuckin' 
yelled in the mies the entire time. I didn't know what the fuck they were sayin'," 
Hertz snorted. 
'"Cause, when you in that moment, you feelin' it, you gotta bring it out. The 
fans knew what they was sayin' ." Fonse replied like he was giving him instructions, 
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envisioning himself up there, spitting out the words to "Gravel Pit" next to Method 
Man, Ghostface Killah, and U-God. 
Little Fonse was hysterical. "Mama, he was rappin'!" 
"Nope, baby, he preachin' ." 
"That's rappin'!" 
"Well, then he's rappin' for the Lord," A younger Tanya compromised, smiling 
down to him. 
Sister Ernestine fainted. Deacon Johnson and his wife ran over to her from their 
seats on the side of the stage and hoisted her up. He cradled her lame body as his 
wife fanned her. 
Seated just down the row from Fonse's family, Sister Williams' beaded purse fell 
from her lap as she jumped up and down, flailing her hands. She just gonna let it stay 
on the -floor? Fonse stared at the purse, wondering how the sermon made her stomp 
on it as she screamed, arms reaching to the ceiling. The purse slid down the hall 's 
sloping floor, under the chair in front of her, just escaping her crushing it to death. 
And she didn't even care. At that moment he remembered Aunt Regina scolding him 
just a month before, "Stink, don't you never put no black woman's purse on the 
floor. We broke as it is. It bring bad luck." 
There had been excitement when Pastor Jenkins' sermon began but when he 
started his rap, there was a billow of electricity that tornadoed through the room. 
Fonse saw how even in the church, rap had the power of moving people. The seeds 
of his dreams had been planted. 
"Ladies and gentlemen of this church, please let us read Psalm 91." Pastor Jenkins 
walked back to the podium, wiped his entire face, and opened his Bible, a blue, 
glossy hardcover edition. Fonse had never seen a Bible in such pristine condition. 
The pastor cleared his throat, gazed at the congregation, and read: "He that dwelleth 
in the secret place of the most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty. 
I will say of the Lord, He is my refuge and my fortress: my God; in him will I trust. 
Surely he shall deliver thee from the snare of the fowler, and from the noisome 
pestilence .... " 
Sister Williams ' purse was still on the -floor. 
The uproar of the congregation was still ringing in little Fonse's ten-year-old 
ears by the time his mother got him home, as promised, and "trained" him. She 
positioned him in the center of the living room as she sat down on the couch with 
her arms folded and a no-nonsense look on her face. Lips pursed, threatening "play 
with me if you want to." 
"So what do you do when they roll up?"/"Freeze."/"What do you say when they 
first address you?" /"Yes, officer," he whined, his voice lowering an octave./"What 
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if you don't know the answer to one of they questions?" /"I say, 'I'm sorry, Officer, I 
'on't know."'/"Do you ever disrespect-?"/"Nooooo."/"Look at them-?"/"In they 
eyes."/"And you walk away when ... ?"/"When, they gets back in they squad car and 
drive off." 
He answered, swaying side to side. Tanya's face finally wilted into a smile. Her 
young, handsome son who hadn't realized the importance of it all smiled back, 
celebrating that it was over. He brought up the pastor's rap twice more, but she 
quickly dismissed it. 
"Yeah, they felt it all right. No doubt about it. Maybe they all shouldn't've been 
screaming into the damn mic at the same time. Just got one more finger. It's acting 
like it wanna work now." Hertz's neck craned over the scanner, holding onto Fonse's 
left middle finger. 
"It's about bein' one voice, man." 
"That was my argument. One damn voice, in the mic, at one time! How old are 
you again, partna?" 
"A quarter." 
"That's right. Man, you look 'round twenty-one still." 
Fonse nodded, the officer's eyes still on him. Irritated by the "partnas, "bros, and 
"dig this, mans, Fonse wanted to vomit his anger out into swinging fists. 
It ain't in-te-gri-ty, it's hu-mi-li-ty that sets our young men free. 
He could have burst into a freestyle verse. But what did he have to prove? With 
the shuffling of the police forms, static voices coming through the radios, and the 
staccato in his head, his body was filled with music. Lyrics oozed from all five of his 
senses. Dude 'on't give a fuck about me, man. He remained silent, offering his only 
undocumented finger. Dealing with them in this way kept him safe all these years. 
There was no need to change anything now. 
Two hours after his booking, Fonse sat in a small, gray cell by himself, his arms 
resting on his knees, back against the wall. A tickle in the back of his neck cried for 
a cigarette. He cleared his throat repeatedly, :fighting sleep and his thoughts. 
Alone I was born, alone I will die/Best believe, I need, not a nigga alive/Solo, 
hello, in-di-vi-du-alized/And to all you fake niggas, I'm breakin' all ties. 
A scratch above his eyebrow brought Treasure back to mind. He questioned if 
what she said about him was from the heart. But she ain't got no heart. 
"Yo, Anderson." Fonse's head rose. A smiling voice rang from a stiff face. "Your 
prints came back clean, Buddy. Your girlfriend don't look like she's coming down to 
press charges, so you're set to go." He wiggled the keys in the cell lock and slid the 
door ajar. 
Fonse nodded, his eyes coming back alive. He wanted his bed but he didn't want 
54 Hair Trigger 39 
to go to sleep. Now on his feet, he inspected the cell one last time, as if to see if there 
would be a chance that a burst of fire would appear from out of nowhere. Nothing. 
He rode the 8: 10 A.M. Ashland bus home, humming a riff from the organ. 
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How to Stop Playing with Dolls 
Arely Anaya 
SIT ON THE FLOOR IN THE MIDDLE OF THE BASEMENT. IT'S YOUR VERY OWN PLAY 
area, which makes it the greatest place. Spending enough time down there makes you 
unaware of the rest of the world. It's where no one focuses on what you're doing. 
It's just your toys and you. 
You have the baby doll you adore playing with. You take her wherever you go. 
She is special to you. Wrap her in a blanket, hold her, feed her, and tell her you love 
her. Then your stepfather will come downstairs. 
He'll have his work clothes on. He'll look exhausted, but he'll keep smiling. He'll 
sit down across from you and watch you hold your doll. Make sure she has fallen 
asleep before you offer to let him hold her. He'll take her from you carefully. Smile 
when he gently rocks her in his arms. 
He'll stare at the doll for a moment and then look at you. There'll be something 
about the look on his face that will make you feel safe. He'll put the doll aside and 
pick you up, sitting you on his lap. 
You'll smell beer. 
He'll touch your hair, holding thin strands between his fingers. He'll move them 
to touch your cheek and lips. His calloused skin will feel uncomfortable against 
yours. You'll be more uncomfortable feeling his chapped lips and his tongue being 
forced into your mouth. His breath will stagger and his hands will tighten around 
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your sides as he holds you. 
If a door slams upstairs, it'll startle him. He'll look up, listen, and wait. You'll 
hear steps and the television. 
When he's sure no one is coming down he'll ask you, "Do you want to play a 
game?" 
Don't say anything. Stare at his lips and eager eyes. 
"Lie down," he'll whisper. 
Get off his lap and do as he says. Look up at the ceiling. You'll lose focus for 
a moment, noticing the different shades of faded green paint chipping away. Look 
back at your stepfather. He'll cover you with your doll's blanket. 
His hands will slowly move underneath it, unbuttoning your pants and pulling 
them off. 
Stare at his smile. 
He'll caress your bare legs gently before spreading them apart. His hands will 
get sweaty and shaky. One of his hands will move between your legs. First, he'll rub. 
Then, he'll move a finger inside you, making you gasp. A feeling will settle in your 
stomach. It'll make you sit up to get away. He'll hold you down by your thighs. 
"Everything is fine, just don't move," he'll insist, glancing at the stairs. 
You've been disciplined to do as you're told. So go back to lying still. He'll enter 
you again, this time two fingers instead of one. He'll focus on your face and force 
himself deeper. Hold back from crying out. 
If you do cry out, he'll glance at the stairs again, but he won't stop. You'll start 
to tear up. 
He'll lie, "It's okay." 
Believe what he says until he's had enough or he'll get upset. If you try to move 
away from him before he's finished, he'll go for longer. 
So don't. 
Don't move. Don't yell. Don't cry. Wait. 
He'll soon move his hands from underneath. He'll wipe sweat and blood on his 
jeans. He'll go back upstairs without saying a word. When he's gone, get up slowly 
or it'll hurt. Pull your pants back on. 
Don't sit back down. Don't look around. Don't clean up the mess. Leave the 
basement and don't go back. 
Forget your doll. 
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To Sleep And To Dream 
Elizabeth J. Gerard 
I AM IN MY CHILDHOOD HOME: A WEEDY THREE-FLAT WEDGED TIGHTLY BETWEEN 
hulking and threatening brick buildings, pushing up against it as if they are trying to 
squeeze the soul out of the house. 
I am in my childhood home: a sprawling suburban ranch, so gloriously glass-
clad it seems to float, shimmering and glimmering, inches above dun-colored earth 
and grass. 
I am in my childhood home: a rambling old dowager of a mansion, her bridal 
paint peeling, the wreaths of rooms slinking away from me wherever I walk. 
I am in labyrinths of rooms upon rooms upon rooms, each increasingly darker 
and more confusing. Rooms filled with disintegrating books, decaying papers, letters 
that had long ago lost their sensibility. Stripped and skeletal sofas and chairs. Desks 
once venerable now ancient. Everything stacked from cracking floors to crumbling 
ceilings, leaving only tiny paths through a menacing maze. Each path, each room, 
leading to another and another and another while the towering detritus leans and 
looms over me like a sea of worldly goods wobbling and waiting for the signal to 
topple and crush me to ash and bone. I move through these spider-webbed warrens 
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and passages slowly at first, then faster and faster, my heart beating a thrum-thrum-
thrum so loud it leaps out of my chest, bounces off the mishmash and slams back 
into me with a furious wail. I begin to run, crying out into the dust-filled darkness, 
"Where is everyone? Where is everyone?" 
Suddenly, my long-dead parents are there, smiling and glowing, surrounded by 
thousands of children bent low over gigantic swaths of indigo chambray, sewing and 
sewing and sewing. My parents laugh and laugh when I ask, "Who are these kids?" 
They laugh when they tell me, "These are your new brothers and sisters. We've 
thrown the old ones out." And they laugh and laugh and the children stop sewing, 
look up from their work, point tiny fingers at me as they all laugh harder and harder. 
They mock me, "Throw the old ones out. Throw the old ones out." Panicking, I 
search the room furiously. My head spins round my neck as if not attached to my 
body and the room spins a wild tilt-a-whirl blur of colors and shapes while I stand, 
eye-of-the-storm, statue still. 
There is a trunk, and on my knees before it I begin packing, crazed and afraid. 
I grab at my clothes, books, letters, pictures, anything I can get my hands on, but 
everything slides away. I crawl after it all desperate and pleading, "My things, my 
things. I need my things," and, "I have to leave now. Now. Now. I have to leave. 
Now." My mother appears again, asks, "What's wrong?" and I tell her through sobs 
choking my throat, "I am miserable here." She answers, "Then be miserable," before 
she disappears again. 
I am at the train station, the bus station, the airport, dragging with two hands 
and all my strength an old canvas laundry bag, bulging and burdensome. Sweat 
spills into my eyes, runs in little rivulets down my face like tears. My shirt sodden, 
my skirt soaked through. Gasping and dragging the bag, I slog the hall to the train, 
the bus, the airplane. The hall to the train, the bus, the airplane, grows cold and long 
and blue. The bag is so leaden and heavy, I feel my arms begin to separate from their 
sockets. I yank the bag harder and my arms fall farther out of my body. I yank harder, 
my arms fall farther. A hunched and hoary old woman with babushka-covered hair 
points a crooked finger at me, croaks at me, "Put it down. Put it down. Just leave 
it." But I cannot. I must get the bag onto the train, the bus, the airplane. But the hall 
keeps growing away from me, stretching taffy-like longer and longer and longer. I 
am farther away and away and away from the train, the bus, the airplane, and the 
bag feels like it's filled with stones, but still I drag it on. The bag pulls me backward, 
the hall compels me forward. I am moving. I am not moving. I push forward. I fall 
back. 
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I am at the bottom of stairs gleaming delicate and star white. So narrow only I 
can fit on them. No one can stand beside me. No one tries to stand beside me. I am 
alone at the bottom of the stairs gleaming delicate and star white. I take a step, begin 
my ascension, straining to see the top of the Everest-steep stairs. Then she is there. 
The Black Madonna. The Gaia Goddess. The Earth Mother. She beckons me with 
her thick hands and solid voice saying, "Come, come, come to me child." I ascend 
and ascend and ascend then spill into her substantial arms. She clasps me to her 
bosom and I, like a babe to the breast, cling there until I curl into her lap, fetal and 
fecund, to sleep forever in the heavenly sleep of dreams. 
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My Sister 's Likeness 
Be thany Bend tsen 
June 2012 
IN SO MANY WAYS THAT NIGHT WAS JUST LIKE EVERY OTHER NIGHT MY SISTER CAME 
home late-drunk or high, but usually both. She'd stumble in loudly and my parents 
would catch her and the ensuing fight between my barely-coherent sister and my 
bleary-eyed parents would rage on for hours at a time, moving through the entire 
house, punctuated by the sound of my sister breaking things. Most of the time, 
as I laid in bed, I tried to brush it off as typical teenage rebellion bullshit. Except 
my sister wasn't a teenager anymore and she wasn't coming home after sneaking 
into some shitty twenty-one-and-over show at The Rave. She was coming home 
after stealing Playstations from the nearest Best Buy with her twenty-nine-year-old 
boyfriend, which they then resold to pay for crack, heroin, and pills. 
That night-which my sister would later refer to as her "rock bottom"-! woke 
up in my bed, surrounded by pillows and post-three-a.m. murkiness, to the sound of 
my sister upstairs threatening suicide and my dad sobbing and my mom threatening 
to kick her out again (because, I thought, the first time had really worked wonders). 
At some point, . maybe around four-thirty, I heard a loud crash and an orchestra 
crescendo of cuss words, unintelligible shouting, breaking glass. I stayed where I 
was, in my bed, pretending for all the world to be sound asleep. That was always my 
strategy: whenever possible, duck and cover until the shit blows over. 
After a five-minute false calm, there was the sound of several pairs of boots 
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on the front steps of the house, quick and heavy, like an invading army. Then the 
front door slamming against the wall right outside my bedroom. Boots in the front 
hallway. In the kitchen. Running up the staircase to the second floor. I heard voices 
too, deep and masculine, but surprisingly quiet and hard to make out. After what felt 
like a long time of waiting, for something, for anything, the door to my bedroom was 
pushed open with a creak, and I was temporarily blinded by the rectangle of yellow 
light that came pouring in. 
"Sweetheart," came my mother's voice, tentative and shaking, "sweetheart, are 
you up?" 
Blinking against the light, I replied, "Yeah." 
When my mom sat down on the edge of the bed, I could feel her tears dripping 
onto my arm. Looking up at her, I could see a stream of snot running from her nose 
and collecting along her upper lip. She ran her fingers through my hair, smoothing it 
along the pillow as though I was the one in need of comforting. 
"Honey, there's been an incident. I'm okay, but your sister attacked me. Your 
father had to call the police. Anyway, the police are arresting her now, and she's 
going to spend the night in jail." 
And she must have said more to me, but my memory goes dark for a while, 
except for this snippet of my sister's crying, "Please Mom, don't do this ... I'm 
sorry," as the police led her out of the house. And then nothing again until I was 
standing at the top of the garage steps, watching my parents get into my mom's 
silver Acura to bail my sister out a few hours later. I remember asking them not to 
go, begging, telling them that they were making a mistake, that they were going to 
regret it. But they went. My mother couldn't stand the sound of my sister's voice, like 
a terrified child, calling from the inside of a jail cell. She was their daughter and they 
still loved her. They couldn't give up. I already had. They say an addict either ends 
up in rehab, in prison, or dead. The first option had already failed, and I didn't much 
care what destination she headed toward now. I just wanted her gone. 
Summer 2003 
Once upon a time, I was scared of Fridays. Every Friday in the summer my 
parents would let my older sister babysit until they got home from work, 
because neither of our regular babysitters could babysit on Fridays and they had 
a hard timekeeping new sitters because my sister had a knack for scaring them 
off within the first few days. I knew as soon as I heard my dad's big, rumbling 
work truck pull out of the driveway in the morning that I was at the mercy of 
my sister's ever-changing moods and whims. Sometimes she was nice enough, and 
we'd ride our bikes down to Culver's to get lemon ices in the afternoons. Other 
Fridays, she was not so nice. I remember whenever I didn't do what she wanted 
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she'd sit on top of me and hold a pillow over my face while I thrashed and squirmed. 
November 2005 
When I was ten, I thought I was hot shit because I'd get on the bus after school 
before anyone else and take the eighth graders' seats in the very back of the bus. This 
really pissed off my sister because she was an eighth grader, and as she put it, she'd 
waited four years to earn that backseat. I think that was the reason I did it. One day, 
just as the bus driver was putting the bus in gear to pull out of the parking lot, my 
sister got on the bus-her hair was all matted and sticky because she'd gotten into 
a food fight with this other girl in the cafeteria. The girl had poured chocolate milk 
over her head. When she saw me sitting in "her seat," she stormed to the back of 
the bus and told me to get my ass up and go sit with the other little kids. I smiled 
this shit-eating grin up at her and didn't move. The bus started moving and the bus 
driver yelled for my sister to sit down. She didn't. The bus driver yelled again. The 
bus driver yelled a third time. 
"If you don't sit down right now, Julie Bendtsen, I'll kick you off this bus!" 
The kids in the front of the bus oooo'ed. 
"Fine," my sister said, "you can just go to Hell, Bethany." 
All my sister's friends were there in the last three rows of seats and they were all 
looking at us, including Andrew Weiss, who I thought was so cute and he was one of 
my sister's only friends that was nice to me, and I wanted to impress him so I said, 
loudly, "So I guess I'll see you there then." 
My sister slapped me so hard across the face my head bounced off the corner of 
the seat in front of me and my vision went sideways and everybody oooo'ed in the 
last three rows and when I got home and looked in the mirror, I could still see the 
outline of my sister's hand in red on my cheek. 
October 2010 
When I was fifteen, my parents had to go to a wedding in St. Louis and we made a 
family vacation out of it-my dad, mom, and sister, who was supposed to be living 
on campus for her freshman year of college at UWM, but wasn't. 
We all went down a day or two early and did touristy things like visit the St. 
Louis Arch, which I didn't like because it kind of felt like the whole thing was 
swaying in the wind at the top. My sister and I were arguing really bad the whole 
trip-I don't remember why-and my parents kept trying to bribe us into stopping. 
It didn't work. 
The day of the wedding, I was getting ready in the hotel room my sister and I 
were sharing and I was trying to put on eyeliner in the bathroom mirror when my 
sister came up behind me and told me to hurry up; she still needed to straighten her 
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hair. What the fuck was taking so long, she asked, it's not like any amount of makeup 
would ever make me pretty anyways. I looked at my sister in the mirror and told her 
to go fuck herself and I felt pretty good about it for like a half-second. But then she 
grabbed the back of my head and slammed my face into the sink and I could feel the 
warm blood from my nose dripping onto the white porcelain as she told me that if I 
ever said anything like that to her again, she'd kill me. And I thought she just might. 
August 2014 
The first week of my sophomore year of college I got drunk off cheap vodka and 
red wine with my three roommates, and somehow we all ended up piled on my bed 
at three in the morning sharing secrets like we were sisters or something. At one 
point my roommate started crying because her senior year of high school, she started 
sleeping with her manager at a grocery store. He was in his late thirties and a real 
dick to her, apparently. They almost got married and her parents never knew a thing 
about it. 
I felt kind of like throwing up, but instead I just started talking about my sister 
being an addict and how she was pretty shitty to me growing up and how I hadn't 
forgiven her even though she's clean now. And when my roommate asked if she 
was ever abusive I was too drunk to think that hard about it. So I just nodded even 
though I wasn't sure if I was being truthful or if I just wanted her to pat me on the 
back and tell me how horrible that must have been. I'm still not sure. 
My sister borrowed my credit card without asking and spent three hundred 
dollars at a bar. Stole my car. Left me stranded in Cudahy with no money and no 
way to get home. But aren't everybody's siblings kind of shitty to them growing up? 
Isn't that part of the deal? Like, you have someone to teach you how to use tampons 
and answer questions about sex and buy you alcohol, but you got to be their victim, 
their guinea pig, in return. It's one-hundred-percent possible that I amplified the 
importance of a completely normal childhood and turned it into something sinister 
just so I'd have an excuse every time I had a bad day. I'm a Pisces after all. We do that 
shit. And it's not like I have the best record following that "honesty is the best policy" 
rule. I'm not confident in my ability to know the difference between the truth and a 
lie. Like, is it lying when someone asks you how you are and you say fine, or is it just 
considerate to the fact they really don't care? Is it really lying when your parents ask 
you how school's going and you say good because they pay the tuition and you don't 
want them to worry? Hell if I know. 
May 2009 
I was fourteen the first time I ever got high. My parents were gone for the weekend, 
the first weekend in May, which meant they were drowning in a sea of mint juleps 
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and outlandish hats at the Derby in Louisville. Our grandmother was staying with 
us, even though my sister and I were both old enough to take care of ourselves, just-
as Grams put it-so she could "keep an eye on things." From Wednesday evening to 
Sunday morning, my grandmother had filled the house with the smell of her cottage 
cheese pancakes and the sound of her church-choir croon, always in the middle, it 
seemed, of some sentence about Norway or the birds this time of year. My parents 
were due back in the evening on Sunday, but she couldn't stay until they arrived 
because she was cautious about driving at night after my great-aunt had fallen asleep 
at the wheel a couple years ago. So, she pulled out of the driveway in her white 1999 
Intrepid Sunday afternoon and within five minutes my sister had people over. I could 
hear them playing shitty T-Pain music and rummaging through the liquor cabinet 
above the pantry in the kitchen as I sat on my bed, carefully selecting what shade 
of blue to paint my toenails. Then I heard a voice in my bedroom doorway, which 
was right off the kitchen, half sing-songy and full of the devil. It was my sister's 
friend Caitlin. She had angular eyebrows, one of them pierced, and auburn hair, and 
she was always wearing Abercrombie and Fitch because she worked there, and she 
bragged about how they only hired pretty people. 
"Hi, Julie's little sister." 
I rolled my eyes the way only fourteen-year-old little sisters can, "Hi, Caitlin." 
"So me and your sister are gonna smoke in the garage if you want to join. Your 
sister didn't think you'd say yes, but she said I could ask you anyway. You're, like 
what, thirteen?" 
"Fourteen." 
"Exactly! You're totally old enough." 
And then she flounced away in the direction of the garage, leaving me to think 
about every D.A.R.E. film and teen special I'd ever seen that said pot was a gateway 
drug, all those 1980s school photos of kids just like me who had said yes to marijuana 
and ended up dead in a ditch from a meth overdose eighteen months later. After five 
minutes of contemplating my next move, I joined my sister and her friend Caitlin in 
the garage. Those D.A.R.E. films were hella cheesy, anyway, and the acting wasn't 
even good. I took a seat on the dusty steps of the garage and Caitlin greeted me with 
a whoop of excitement. 
My sister said, "look who isn't a perfect saint after all," and smirked a little. 
My sister had already packed the bowl and she offered me the first hit, but I 
didn't exactly know what I was doing. My sister had to explain where to put my 
lips and when to inhale and she even had to light it for me because I managed 
to burn the fuck out of my finger when I tried. And I coughed out smoke like a 
sixty-five year old with emphysema, but I felt pretty good about it. Half an 
hour later, I was wandering around the yard convinced there was a giant wasp 
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dive-bombing me, but everytime I turned around it was gone. 
After my initiation into the super-secret society of people who smoked on the 
steps with the garage door open for all the neighbors to see, I was invited back 
on occasion as a special guest and it became a sort of thing me and my sister had 
together. I didn't know if real-life sisters really hung out and gossiped about boys 
and did each other's makeup like they did in the movies, but this was sort of like that 
for us, but instead of taking crush compatibility quizzes out of Seventeen magazine, 
I would smoke in cars with eighteen year olds I didn't really know, parked in some 
cul-de-sac with all the windows rolled up listening to Bob Marley, and eating entire 
cans of Pringles, and packages of Little Debbie cakes. When I learned my sister could 
text, smoke a bowl and drive with her knees all at the same time, I finally understood 
why little sisters were supposed to jealous of their big sisters. 
January 2015 
My sister called me during a late January snowstorm to tell me that she started 
drinking again. We had not spoken since I dropped her off at the Rockford airport 
the day after Christmas. Mom and Dad didn't know yet, she said. I was the first one 
she had told, though I didn't know why. We are not confidants, not allies, not the 
keepers of each other's secrets. We have been, from the very beginning, strangers 
to each other, never quite landing on common ground. I do not know my sister's 
favorite food. She can never remember how old I turn on my birthday. 
"I don't want you to worry," she said, the line popping just a little, her voice a 
little fuzzy, distracted. I wondered if she was driving home from work. "If it ever 
starts interfering with work or school, I'll stop. It's just when I came out here, I got 
so involved with the A.A. community I never took the time to really think about 
whether or not I was an alcoholic. I just don't identify with the program anymore. 
They always say to drink is to die and I don't feel like that's true for me. I don't ever 
think I tried hard enough to just drink one or two drinks, you know, like, socially." 
I had this feeling at the back of my throat like I needed to throw up but couldn't. 
If there was one thing I should be able to understand from personal experience, it 
was never trying hard enough. 
I asked her if Adam knew-her boyfriend. Yeah, he did. Apparently she had tried 
drinking again for the first time in two and a half years with his parents in Phoenix. 
He had decided to start drinking again, too. It seemed okay she said. "I'm just scared 
that if things go south with his drinking, I won't be strong enough to leave him." 
I didn't say much about my sister drinking, or about her boyfriend drinking, or 
any of this. I knew better than to think my sister called me for my opinion. She called 
me because she was scared to tell my parents, didn't know how. I could tell she was 
half-hoping I'd offer to tell them for her. I don't offer and she's too embarrassed to 
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come right out and ask. "You've always been better with them," she said. I nodded, 
although she couldn't see me. Of course I was better with our parents. I had held 
them while they cried in the middle of the night because they weren't sure if their 
first-born child would arrive home in the morning alive. 
After I got off the phone, I sat on my bed, staring blankly into space trying to feel 
something. I'm sad, I told myself. I thought I was, at least. I should have been sad. 
After a while, my roommates knocked on my door and asked me if I wanted some 
wine. I said yes and followed them into the kitchen and proceeded to drink two and 
a half bottles of Barefoot merlot single-handedly and somehow I ended up on my 
bedroom floor, too wasted to do anything but nod at what someone was saying and 
I tried three times to get up and I couldn't. At some point, I started throwing things, 
loud things, breakable things. My phone dented the wall. A cheap candle hit the side 
of my desk and cracked. Plastic clothes hangers snapped in half. I didn't know where 
everybody had gone, but my roommates reappeared in the doorway, telling me if I 
didn't stop our neighbors would call the police. It was three in the morning. I didn't 
give a fuck and I told them so. 
Date Irrelevant 2013/2014/2015 
It was around midnight on a Wednesday and I didn't know exactly where I was. That 
is to say, I knew where I was-the city, the neighborhood, the relative distance to 
familiar landmarks-but I didn't know whose apartment I was currently occupying. 
A friend's neighbor's bandmate's girlfriend's-I thought-but I might have missed 
a step in there. It'd been that kind of night-moving from place to place to place 
without ever having any desire to leave the original place and without having any 
reason for transitioning from the second place to the third or from the third to the 
fourth. In a way, I liked the constant motion. It's kept me from thinking too hard 
or too long about anything. But, nights like these also scared the hell out of me, 
making me feel as though I didn't have anything safe to hold onto, like a child at 
a sleepover for the first time without their favorite stuffed animal. The room I was 
in now scared me a little, too. The walls were a dark gray, almost black, or maybe 
they were navy. It was hard to tell. The lamp in the corner had a shirt thrown over 
the shade and only put out a tiny patch of light. Either way, the paint choice gave 
the entire room the feeling of a tiny, claustrophobic box. I had to sit with my back 
propped up against one of the walls to prove to myself that they were not closing in 
on all of us. The only thing breaking up the darkness of the room was one of those 
blue sheets with a hippie tree of life design on it, tacked lazily to the wall above the 
bed. On the table next to the bed, a guy with big gauges in his ears and a tribal tattoo 
on his bicep was using a green credit card to make lines of blue powder. I watched 
him do this, his long, casual fingers decorated in rings, because staring at the tree of 
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life thing was starting to freak me out. The only window was open just a crack, and 
cold air and bits of talking and laughing crept in from the alley below. I wanted to 
leave this room and this apartment and find out what those people were laughing 
about. I didn't belong here. 
August 2015 
My sister texted me at ten-thirty on Thursday night while I was drinking some sort 
of spiked cider, which could only be considered alcoholic in a vague sense, and 
watching Paranormal Encounters with my roommate from sophomore year. The 
text said that she was so depressed she didn't know what to do, followed by three 
weepy faces. 
Within an exchange of a few sizable blocks of text, I discovered that she was not 
so much depressed as she was hungover, and suffering gastrointestinal distress from 
last night's Taco Bell. She told me that it didn't even make sense to her that she'd be 
hungover because she only had three drinks over the course of a few hours, which I 
was not even sure I believed. And also, she said, she'd gained some weight recently 
and felt fucking terrible about herself right now (spelled rn). 
Instead of feeling sympathy, I began to wonder if she really was four years older 
than I was. Of course you got drunk off three (supposed) drinks, you insufferable 
asshole, I thought. Two and a half years of sobriety will really fuck with your alcohol 
tolerance like that. I didn't say this to her. I didn't see the point. I told her to have a 
Sprite, take a couple aspirin, and go to bed. She could go to the gym in the morning. 
I don't know how I got to be my sister's life advice hotline. How she got the idea 
into her head that I have my shit together in life and am somehow qualified for this 
job is mystifying to me. Then again, she doesn't know the first thing about me, and 
all I know about her is she was hungover and fat. We have always been strangers to 
each other. I'm okay with this. 
Back to Date Irrelevant 2013/2014/2015 
"Just Adderall," said this girl. Just Adderall, said this kind girl I did not know with 
long black hair and watercolor eyes. This girl, who was sitting on the floor with her 
knees tucked under her, butt pressed against her heels, hands on her thighs. This 
girl must've seen something in my face, some abstract expression of newness. Of 
course I looked new. I carried newness around like pocket change. People always 
told me I did not look like the type of girl who drank, who cursed, who ended up 
in stranger's apartments uninvited. I did not know exactly what this meant, but I'd 
always assumed it was an insult or an in-joke I was too new to understand. 
"Just Adderall," said this girl I did not know. Just like that. "Just Adderall," 
I repeated. Plenty of people take Adderall all the time, and it wasn't "Just 
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Adderall" I was afraid of. I was scared to reveal somehow that I was not really a 
"Just Adderall"person who hung out in this "Just Adderall" house on this "Just 
Adderall"street. I didn't want to be here, on this crumb-infested floor in this room 
with its stupid tree of life tapestry and its well-adjusted occupants. I didn't belong 
here. But I wanted to, just this once. So I stayed. 
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How to Kill Yourself Slowly 
Audrey Gorden 
WHEN YOU WAKE UP, YOU WILL WEIGH YOURSELF ONE, TWO, THREE TIMES FOR SAFE 
measure. Ninety-five pounds, ninety-four-point-six pounds, ninety-four-point-eight 
pounds. Fat, fat, obnoxiously fat. You will poke at your cheeks where they are 
swollen from overactive salivary glands and you will drink ten glasses of ice water to 
counteract the bloating. Ice water. Always use ice. If a food or drink is cold, it burns 
more calories as your body works to keep your temperature steady. 
Then you will dress in layers of clothing: sweatshirts, thermals, and leggings to 
burn as many calories as possible on the treadmill. You want to sweat. Sweat is good. 
After an hour you will start to feel tired. Your heart will pound in your ears. You will 
keep going. You will keep going and going and going until the adrenaline drowns 
out the sick feeling in the pit of your stomach. Once you start seeing double, and the 
calories burned twice overcome the calories consumed the day before, you will step 
off the treadmill and try not to faint. 
You have to stop fainting all the time. People will worry. Your mother will worry. 
She will arrange decorative sculptures over cherry-stained-wood end tables and she 
will buy more and more things to fit some color scheme you can't keep up with. She 
will tug at your waistband and say, "These look bigger than they did the last time you 
wore them," and you will shrug and say you stretched them out. She will excitedly 
tell you what she is making for dinner. Your favorite. Always your favorite. Anything 
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to get you to eat. Eat, eat, eat. That's all anyone says anymore. You will half-smile 
and thank her for her consideration. You will worry about how many bites of food 
you can stuff into your napkin before she starts to notice. You will worry about how 
many bites you will actually have to swallow. She will applaud you for your efforts. 
Such a good job. You tried your best. You will examine the artwork you have created 
on your plate to deter yourself from actually consuming it. She will hand you your 
spreadsheet and make you write down exactly what you ate, and the caloric value. 
She will post it on the fridge for encouragement that feels a lot more like shame. 
At night, you will drive to the gas station. It will be two in the morning, and your 
parents will be asleep upstairs. You will climb the stairs slowly, silently, like sneaking 
out to a party. A party of one. You will turn off the alarm and cover the speaker. The 
words will vibrate into your palm, "Doors and windows disarmed." The Quick-'nd-
EZ down the road will be brightly lit. It will be empty besides the two-pack-a-day 
clerk that sold you cherry flavored cigarettes before you had the proper ID. She will 
give you the same sorry look she gives you every night and she will smile halfway 
before returning to her Us Weekly. You will walk up and down the aisles of neon 
labeled candies and cellophane wrapped pastries. The sound of the Top 40s playlist 
will morbidly echo throughout the store. You will resist the urge to pull out your 
phone camera and examine how you look in this moment. The lighting will be shit. 
Your eyes will be yellow and your skin gray and porous. You will pour an extra-large 
slushy, cherry, and grab a container of Ben and Jerry's from the freezer. You will pile 
up your loot on the counter-let it spill from the wide pocket of your extra-large 
sweatshirt. You will pay in cash. You will always pay in cash. Your mother will 
always check your bank statements. 
When you get home, you will strip down. You will remove bulging sweatshirts 
and fleece sweatpants that conceal your shame. You will pull down department store 
underwear, the kind you buy when your mother won't let you shop at Victoria's 
Secret, the kind she holds up in front of her chest and says, "These ones are cute! 
They cover the whole butt, see?" The kind you would hand to her, balled up in 
your palm, embarrassed, so she would run them under cold tap water to remove 
bloodstains if you still got your period. 
Then you will pinch your arms. Your thighs. Your stomach. You will take a 
sharpie and draw circles on your body. Where it's soft; mark it. Where it's bulging, 
where it's squishy, where you can't feel bone on the surface with a light touch. Then 
you will write messages backwards to read them in the mirror: "Fat Fuck," "Ugly 
Piece of Shit," "Disgusting." You will pinch the skin and roll the words between your 
fingers; you will leave red marks and crescent-moon indents from sharp fingernails. 
Then you will arrange. You will build a shrine. You will spread powdered donuts, 
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chocolate cookies, tubs of ice cream, green and blue and red licorice, peanut butter, 
and white chocolate, and marshmallows. You will sit in the middle of a crop circle 
of calories and confections and you will sip soda to expand your stomach. You will 
wash it all down with the cherry slushy and you will let it dribble down your chest. 
Your hands will be sticky and tense from the fast-paced unwrapping. You will eat 
until it hurts. You will eat until it doesn't hurt anymore. 
Then you will turn the shower on, the steam will make you sweat and what's 
left of your hair will frizz and expand to show the obnoxiously Jewish curls and 
waves you try so hard to straighten. You will enter the shower naked, ink and bruise 
covered skin from iron deficiency. You will be careful not to make too much noise. 
You will sit on the bench in the shower, wet and chafing your ass when you bend 
over to stick one, two fingers down the throat. You will hold your hair above your 
head with one hand and with the other you will scrape esophageal tissue, blood will 
gather under your fingernails and it will hurt. It will fucking hurt. You will push on 
your stomach while you wave your fingers around in the back of your throat until 
you feel it coming. You will salivate. You will taste powdered donuts, chocolate 
cookies, tubs of ice cream, green and blue and red licorice, peanut butter and white 
chocolate and marshmallows, cherry slushy, and acidic soda. The chocolate will taste 
the worst coming up. 
You will take solace that this, this will make you beautiful. Your head will throb. 
You will push in on your temples and hope your fingers might slip through the layer 
of skin and wires of nerves and puncture your brain. You will let the water run in 
through your nose and out your mouth. You will breathe it in and cough it up, tinted 
pink and flavored like pennies. You will let the water pound on your chest and you 
will lose count of your heartbeats underneath its steaming hot, consistent pressure. 
You will wipe up what didn't go down the drain. You will brush your teeth three 
times and try not to trigger your gag reflex. You will wrap yourself up in blankets 
and turn your space heater on to the maximum amount of watts. You will not cry. 
You are not weak. You are not weak. 
You will have nightmares about eating. It's Thanksgiving or Passover or your 
birthday. You will fill your plate. You will eat every last bite. Puff pastries and 
tenderloin steak. Butternut squash and Haricot Vert green beans. Balsamic reduction 
over a turkey breast. Triple Chocolate cake. Eclairs. Bow-tie pasta and matzo ball 
soup and petit fours. There won't be a bathroom in sight to get rid of it. The food 
will sink into your arms and legs, your thighs will envelop your whole body. You will 
wake up sweating. You will count your ribs, touch your hipbones, finger your spine, 
it was only a dream. Lay back down, see how high you can touch fingers around 
your arm, fear tomorrow, go back to sleep. 
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Your hair will fall out in clumps of withering, brown locks. Your mouth will have 
the permanent taste of blood and toothpaste. You won't be able to think in a straight 
line of thoughts. You will have conversations with people and lose yourself midway. 
Where am I again? What are we talking about? It's this irrevocable exhaustion. You 
will sleep ten hours a night and won't be able to wake up in the morning. Stand 
up out of bed, dizzy, fall down, crawl to the bathroom, face on the tile, take a pill, 
numb the pain. This is the life you wanted. You will be sure you looked skinnier than 
yesterday. The number on the scale went down and your collarbones are protruding 
a bit more. Your eyes will sag. The doctor will say that your electrolytes are off 
balance, your blood sugar at dangerous levels. If you keep this up, you won't have 
much longer to live. You will read obituaries and think you wouldn't mind seeing 
your own. You don't know if dying from this would be a reward from God or a 
punishment. But you will look in the mirror, see your ribs when you're standing up 
straight, your hip bones protruding canopy thin skin over disgusting insides, and you 
will think, I can do better. I can be better. This is just the beginning. 
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Full Service 
Kendra Allen 
I will never write from this niggerish point of view again. This is my farewell. 
-Hilton Als 
I HAVE ON A BLACK HOODIE WITH THE WORDS RACIALLY PROFILED PRINTED IN 
white across its center. It is Black Friday, one day after Thanksgiving, and I'm on my 
way back to school. I am selected, randomly, at check in, hands in my hair, 
down my back, in my hometown airport. 
Never touching my skin, only the fabric that is 
covering it, I am slightly embarrassed by all the eyes on 
me, the culprit, I can hear the what did 
she dos. 
This is not a coincidence. I wore this hoodie to the airport on purpose, I always 
do. I guess they are finally tired of my black-ass antics. My hands are swabbed 
with something that resembles a big Band-Aid and processed through a machine 
making a static-like noise. The guard, or whatever the person who throws your 
lotions and toothpaste n'shit away is called, asks am I okay with this, as she takes 
off her rubber gloves, as she finishes the job. I stare at the machine that holds my 
fingerprints inside. This is something I expected to happen at one point or another, 
yet, right now, I am in shock that it is actually happening. She asks again, am I okay 
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with this. She knows, but she doesn't know, that I have become accustomed to being 
looked at as if my face is made of the finest chocolates, the dark kind, but I am still 
dirty. She doesn't want to touch me. She never lays an ungloved finger on me. This is 
something I pick up on and now I am scared of accidentally rubbing my flesh against 
her tension. I know I will immediately say sorry if I do. I do not want a white girl to 
feel uncomfortable by my presence. I go out of my way to show my teeth. I have to 
prove that I am harmless and clean. My cocoa butter lotion will not rub off on you 
and make your skin look like mine, I promise, believe me. I show my teeth the second 
time around and say, yea, it's cool. 
As she throws away her rubber gloves, I don't ask her why she is doing this because 
I know she cannot tell me the truth. 
When I get to Terminal E31, I am met with blue and green and brown eyes just like 
mine that scurry to the floor in fear that I will take a seat next to them. I force myself 
to conclude that it is because I am talking on the phone too loudly; it's either that or 
the purple braids that are literally down my ass. I can feel myself changing, growing 
blacker in all the stereotypical ways that bring about love and loathe. I can feel 
myself changing. These braids are so long and separate from who I am. I am tired of 
being looked at as if my body shouldn't belong to the kind of brain I have. 
This is making me angry, presenting myself to this terminal only to be rejected. 
I quiet my speaking voice on the phone, I move my purple hair out of the way, I try 
to fix my face into a nice one. This anger is blocking my blessings. It never shifts. It 
is always there, showing niggas what they can and cannot do. 
The boarding process begins, they call Zone Two and I make my way into the line. 
I am being watched, again, by white toddlers who look as if I am a rare stone they 
have never seen up close and personal. I am watched, again, by their mothers who 
move them out of my way to stop them from engaging with my walk of shame. I 
am being watched, again, what I do, what I say, how I move in the vicinity of the 
majority, it is hard for me to pass for I am not a passive girl. They get a pass for 
being white, for having manmade authority. They get smiles and welcoming body 
language. On the other hand, I cannot even publically claim that I matter without a, 
but not more than me, echoing in my autobiography. But that is another story that I 
have written and rewritten and thrown away ten times over. I am tired of explaining. 
I am boarding a plane on Black Friday and I just got off of my period yesterday. I 
am feeling empty. There is no more blood left in me to shed. I sit down in my seat 
and the flight attendant is making jokes about picking your favorite child in case the 
plane happens to go down. 
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I am sitting on a plane, black-in black pants-in a black hoodie-on Black 
Friday. If this plane goes down, it will land no lower than where I already am on the 
All Lives Matter totem pole. 
At takeoff, I wrap the strings of my hood around my mouth so that I become unheard. 
There is no way for me to be unseen. I am the darkest one here. As we are positioned 
off of the runway, I close my eyes and say a silent prayer that if this is my last day on 
Earth: Lord, please forgive me for my thoughts about white folks. 
It has become clear to me that there isn't a white prototype; they attack in various 
ways, they come in different breeds. There are those white folks who assume that 
you don't understand their six-syllable words so they give you their definitions mid-
sentence to avoid the feeling of inadequacy that they have voluntarily placed upon 
you. There are those who make it apparent that you are their only black friend 
by telling you stories about how they dated the only black guy in town for a few 
weeks in high school, and how he was refused entry into a school basketball game. 
There are those who want to see if you have any stories like that one; they ask if 
anyone has ever been racist towards you. There are those who tell you stories of their 
distant encounters with blackness just to prove that they are not racist. There are 
those white people who ask how could you say racism is alive when there is a black 
president. There are those white kids who enjoy saying the word nigga, just as much 
as I enjoy saying nigga, and think it is okay because you say it all the time or they 
never really mean it like that. There are those who forget that you don't have to be 
a racist in order to say something racist. There are those fully grown white men who 
push themselves up against a wall, cradle their phone against their chest, and turn 
their backs against you when you walk past them on the street. There are those who 
forget that I am just as uncomfortable around them as they are around me. 
When I mention inequalities that are within American demographics to my family or 
the ways of white people or the ways of us, they laugh at me, they think I'm excessive 
in the way that I think, they call me "radical" and "militant," as a substitute for 
other bad words that I dare not need to be. They "don't want to get me started," 
they know how easy it is for me to make their lives a race issue, so they settle for our 
same conversations. I am bored of our same conversations, about school, about one 
another. I want to talk about why all of our history was written by white people. I 
want to talk about how many lies we have been living for the sake of not causing 
trouble. I want to talk about why my Black World Studies professor is a white 
woman from Canada and how she knows more about me than I know about me. I 
want to talk about why black people rarely get job promotions. I want to talk about 
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gentrification. I want to talk about why my African-American Poetry professor asks 
if it's okay for her to say the "n-word" every now and then. I want to talk about 
why I never learned anything important in my high school, so we talk about nothing 
instead. And I am sitting in a corner with claw marks on my tongue trying to hold 
on before I bleed out. 
The pilot just informed us that there is "a lot of weather" between Dallas and 
Chicago. I like the way that sounds. I am sitting at the end of row three next to two 
Indian women, older than I. We have been in the air for a few minutes. They both 
glance at me sporadically; I am sure they are staring at my purple hair sitting in my 
lap. I say hello and they smile so brightly. We speak and every word spoken between 
us is about the quietness we feel between our skin tones. The middle seat asks me do 
I live in Chicago. 
"I go to school there," I reply. 
"Oh, good! What do you study?" 
"Creative writing." 
We are quiet for an entire moment. They both just smile at me as I continue with, 
"Are you from Dallas?" 
I know that they can't really understand what I am saying; I talk so fast that it 
confuses most people. They nod from left to right unsure of what was said. I nod and 
smile when they speak, we repeat each other's last words. 
Chicago. Smile. Dallas. Smile. School. Smile. Writing. Smile. 
"So pretty hair," the window seat tells me, and she turns to look out of the 
window. 
I position myself in my seat, sliding down the back of it until I become two 
feet shorter. I am lost, still thinking about my palm prints processing through that 
machine. I wonder what they were looking for; I wonder what they were expecting 
to find, I wonder what they would have done to me if they had found it. 
It is 4:21 P.M. and we should land in O'Hare at 6:59 P.M .. When I get there, I will 
board a smelly Chicago train on a Friday night for exactly forty-three minutes before 
I'm back at my dorm. I do not want to see my roommates; I finally have black ones 
this year. Hopefully they are not there when I open our front door, our conversation 
will only be about the racial tensions we experienced on our journeys back. I am 
exhausted entirely by the subject of my skin causing people of my flesh to deal with 
unnecessary roughness. 
While home for Thanksgiving, I noticed that my mama had an American flag hanging 
from her garage door. It was big and white and blue and blood red. It covered a big 
Kendra Allen 77 
portion of the wall. This threw me for a loop, because although my mama has fought 
for this country, she was never attached to it. She was never patriotic, she never 
stood up for the "Pledge of Allegiance," she refused to put her hand over her heart, 
she only joined the military to get out of the suffocation of home. This flag was all 
of a sudden. She told me that it was just for decoration. Thanksgiving morning, I 
snatched it off the wall and threw it under her car. When she noticed it was missing, 
she asked why did I take it down and I yelled, "'CAUSE AMERICA DON'T LOVE 
YOU!" 
She didn't argue with me. She laughed. 
When the rest of my family found out what I said, my cousin asked me where 
in the world would I rather be besides America, because I am as free as I'm gonna 
get. I guess limited freedom is enough because we have evolved since the days we 
referred to a man as masta. What am I complaining for, is what she was saying to 
me, physical shackles are no longer around my ankles; they are just wrapped around 
my mind. We have evolved, but we have only evolved into oblivion, into extinction, 
into the ground. I should have told my cousin this; I should have told her that if 
it were up to whites, to the great-grandchildren of these slave owners, black folks 
would have been gone from this very place that we built from the ground up. Is she 
not seeing how quickly niggas are getting shot out of their socks in broad daylight, 
does she not see how disposable we are? 
We say don't shoot and they still do it. 
We say hands up. 
We say don't shoot, please, don't shoot me. 
We say it wasn't me. 
We call you sir. 
We say the handcuffs are too tight. 
We say you ain't gotta be doing all that to detain us. 
We say you are hurting me. 
We say we shoot back around here. 
We say what is the point in asking not to die. Surrender or not, there will still be a 
black poet on somebody's stage, eulogizing a dead, black body for a white audience 
who pretends to empathize with it. How could we ever stand a chance if we have 
always been at the bottom of the food chain. 
Before I left home, I told my mama that she should read White Girls. I don't know 
what it is about, but in it, the author says that white people expect us to be good at 
struggling because isn't that what [we] are best at. I know that she won't like it, I 
know that she will drill her faith into the page, but I am trying to not be best at my 
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struggle anymore. I am trying to open up new doors for myself. This book is helping 
me manage it somewhat. I didn't realize that white people expected me to thrive in 
their representations of my blackness. I didn't know how much I had been meeting 
their expectations. Part of me left the book at home to help my mama get better too, 
but the problem is that I think she is tired of me making her read black books white 
people enjoy and feel the need to acknowledge. They are always about the same 
things; they are about our struggles. Girlhood. Slavery. Drugs. Sexuality. Our Dialect. 
Discrimination. The Help. Urban Life. Abuse. Hustling. Prison. Single Parenthood. 
That is what we are expected to know intimately. These are things that white people 
like to pretend they do not experience. For some reason, it is always more important 
and credible from our perspectives. It is always believable and innovative when we 
decide to speak on it, but when we are living it, it is not as important, it is not as 
worthy of recognition. 
Often I am asked if I like white people-I just say they tend to get on my nerves 
way more than anyone else and that is the whole truth. I do not hate white people; 
I have white friends, ya know, so I can't be a racist. But it is not hard to tell which 
ones don't like me, and there are more of them than there are allies. It is easy to feel 
when you walk into a room, it is a law of attraction, it is the stepchild of the Jim 
Crow era, that feeling that you may want to go into a new room with people who 
look like you. I do not hate white people, but I cannot depend on my white friends 
to do what is right, to correct their friends and family because it is hard to change 
a made-up-mind. My expectations are so low that I don't even expect them to. I am 
learning to hold my own hand, to never let it go, in fear that my fingers will outline 
the creases of repetition. 
The other day, my daddy called to ask if I was participating in the Chicago protests. A 
black boy with sixteen bullets inside of him deserves everyone's attendance. Nothing 
but space would allow me not to be there. He asked me this nonchalantly: "you not 
out at them protests are you?" Not because he was scared, but because he knows I 
don't know how to draw a line. There is a difference between militant and stupid, I 
live in the pocket of them both. I act out, forgetting that whites do not take kindly to 
blacks checking their entitlement. They do not take kindly to black people making 
sure that everything gon' be alright, despite the fact that things are not. Me walking 
in that protest would have been all of the above. There is no peace in a war zone. 
There is no peace in my mind. No peace on this plane. No peace in my household. 
No peace, no pushing. 
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The plane lands at the time it is supposed to. This is my first time sitting so close 
to the cockpit. I see whole faces and not features, I see flight attendants' teeth, I see 
pilots leave the aircraft with their briefcases, I see the inside of the airport through 
the front window of the plane. My seatbelt is unbuckled, my backpack is on, my 
palm prints are still in that machine, if they wanted to, they could still find me, I am 
ready to go. I walk through O'Hare on a mission to get to the CTA as quickly as 
possible. I am bobbing and weaving through the crowd, I am walking at the pace of 
a steady jog. When I get there, I board the next train to leave and it is fairly empty. 
The pilot from my flight is already sitting down when I get on-I take a seat directly 
across from him-not beside-but across. He stares at me-hard-he gets up-he 
moves to another seat on the other side of the train-I am the niggerish view. 
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Roaches, the Children of the Wetbacks 
Hugo Cesar Garcfa 
LOOK INTO THEIR EYES. THE LEFT IS A COSMIC BROWN THAT IN ITS MILKY HAZE 
you can find remnants of the Nahuas and the Mayas. The right is a swirling blend 
of emeralds and sapphires that glisten and is given to them by the aftermath of 
European colonization. They walk in packs of three and more. They open their 
mouths like Mictlantecuhtli, the God of death, and the king of the ninth level of 
Mictlan, the underworld. Their red tongues are thick and heavy and split out into 
two languages. One derives from vulgar Latin. Their previous indigenous tongues 
were cut off to eradicate an entire ethnicity, and a Catholic one was burned into 
the remaining piece to form a bastardized Castilian: the birth of a new ethnicity of 
monsters, cultural hermaphrodites. 
The pack strolls bowlegged through the grid-shaped streets of Chicago. The 
Spanish they speak is nasty and contorted, filled with a venomous slang that's closer 
to pig Latin. Jalisco and Michoacan accents echo throughout the dirty, cracked 
asphalt alleyways that have been witness to too much violence. They say words such 
as, guey, cabr6n, pendejo, vato, baboso, chido, neta, and 6rale. The other tongue spits 
out words like fire cannonballs. It's an adopted West Germanic language that's overly 
complex, so they cut off the ends of words like the horns of the white devil that 
taught it to them. Cars pass by them in the neon-lit, busy streets. The kaleidoscopic 
hues bounce off their fronting eyes as they twist their fingers at rival gangs that share 
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their own skin color. Their English accents are thick and raw and heavily influenced 
by hip-hop and black culture. They pledge their allegiance to the supreme excellence 
of Rakim Allah, to the impeccable flow found in Kool G Rap's crime stories, and 
to the creator of the New Testament: Nasty Nas. And so, when they see a new kid 
on the block, they rear up on 'em, and tell 'em with dreamy eyes: "Ey, nigga, wha 
'chu is?" Their mothers carried them in their stomachs across el Rio Grande. They 
sat on inner tubes and planks and pushed forward to another land. Their fathers 
carried rolled-up dollars in their underwear to bring back to Mexico, because the 
border patrol wouldn't dare touch another man's genitals in the country of male 
chauvinism. 
The gangs. The Almighty Latin King Nation was created on the Northwest Side 
in the 1940s by Puerto Ricans. They were few, the whites controlled all. Hispanics 
were scared and alone. So they unified. Their ideals and motivations to protect 
their community were strong, but as the decades went by, it all got muddy and vio-
lent. Gangs, with the rare exception, all began with good intentions and a concrete 
ideology. With that foundation, they're no different than the Catholic Church. The 
Mara Salvatrucha was created by Salvadorian immigrants in Los Angeles because 
they feared for their lives. The Almighty Black P. Stone Nation started out as a safe 
community meant to help out troubled young black men, and eventually gained ties 
to the Nation of Islam. But now, the Latin Kings fight and shoot their own brothers, 
akin to indigenous tribes in sixteenth century Mexica. The Nahua Gods made them 
cannibals, but the Catholic God closes its eyes as they systemically murder each 
other. Their bloody brown and peach skins reflect a cyclical, violent and messy past. 
They're the children of Malinalli and Hernan Cortes. 
The imagery of the Kings is represented by the lion. So they move and act like 
them, but cover themselves in sheepskin. Their mentality is trapped within the confines 
of neighborhood borders. The ability to escape is within reach, but the government 
turns its back on them and the media calls them savage animals. The outside world 
views them in safety through glowing television screens. So they're left to scream 
"King Love" into rival gang alleyways and bleed a crimson, caramel liquid. A color 
that should only be seen in their mother's pozole, and not seen dripping from the 
hollows in their skin. They wear clothes that are two times their size. Their pants are 
hung low in an involuntary homage to Cantinflas, the cinema legend. The amount 
of heavy and loose clothing that they layer on themselves is only part of the fa~ade. 
They're scared. Horrified at the thought of being looked at as weak by the preying 
society around them, of being mentally undressed and looked at for what they really 
are. Although their numbers are rising, they understand that their ethnicity is looked 
at as barbaric and lesser-rate by some. So they adopt an image. Their souls leave their 
bodies in search of a better vessel. The Kings wear their heavy armor, in a baggy and 
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flamboyant style, because without it, they're naked. They fear of being looked at as 
incompetent, illiterate, worthless and, above all else, actually decent people. So they 
rename their surroundings and shape them to fit their self-created image. They call 
26th Street: Chi-Town, and 51st: Crown-Town. 
The Catholic Church. It towers over them. In them, there are white priests that 
speak a robotic Castilian. They civilize and domesticate the Mexican people, like 
the missionaries before them that traveled to the land of the indigenous, of gold and 
ancient gods, and forced them to leave their barbaric ways. The Mexicans are now 
loyal to them. They ink a bloody Christ on their arms, a Virgen de Guadalupe on 
their backs, five-point crowns and roaring lions everywhere else. They've created 
their own royal family, their own linage. So they drive all-black '88 Cadillac DeVilles 
with tinted windows. They speed through alleyways in busted-up rammers, otherwise 
known as K5s, and any large and intimidating vehicle that could easily destroy its 
path. They run from the police through gangways. Jumping fences and letting the 
flickering streetlights illuminate their gold Jesus piece chains. They have buzzcuts and 
braids that zigzag like the segregated neighborhoods that encompass their mentality. 
Invisible gang borders surround them and are presented by taggings and skin color. 
Their shags are black, long, and wavy. They stare at your wondering eyes and they 
say: "What up, King, let me borrow a fin for a minute." So you give 'em the money 
and tell 'em that you're not a Brother. And they smile and let their dimples burst past 
their burnt skin, and they say, "It's all good nigga, you straight." 'Cause you're the 
homie, right? You're the one that's going to make it out. 
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Welcome to Kentucky 
Keara Dougherty 
OH, HONEY. HASN'T ANYONE TOLD YOU ABOUT WHAT HAPPENED IN YOUR HOUSE 
yet? Well, I s'pose I'll have to be the one. You might want to sit down for this. 
About a year ago, we got a new shipment of men in from out West and they 
didn't even get a chance to unpack before they were headin' over to Iraq. That left 
all of their families behind on this street. And let me tell you, when all the women are 
left alone, things can get a bit nasty. The woman who lived in your house was one of 
those young, new wives, and before we could even learn her name, the woman who 
lived right across the way moved in with her. 
We're all God-fearing, righteous women here, so of course rumors about them 
sinnin' started going around. With four kids between the two of them, all livin' 
under the same roof, I prayed that they were just looking for some support from 
one another. I think we all prayed for them, hopin' that whatever hardships they 
were facin', that they'd get over it. But, unfortunately, it looked like the rumors were 
true. Jamie-she lives right next door to you-she caught them sinnin' through their 
bedroom window one mornin'. All their kids were at school, and accordin' to her, 
it looked like Satan himself had possessed them. They were fornicatin', those dirty 
harlots. 
Don't you ever let yourself be on the end of a bad rumor 'round here. They 
spread damn fast. I was at the PX orderin' a new porch swing, and when the cashier 
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asked for my address, his eyes grew so wide I thought they'd pop. 
"You livin' on the street with them lesbians?" 
I told him course I was. Jamie told only me about what she saw through their 
window. Who else was s'posed to warn the people about what was gain' on right 
under their noses? 
"Naw, honey," he leaned in real close to me. "You ain't the one that's makin' 'em 
famous. You gotta see the tape." 
So once my porch swing had been ordered, I went over to the Blockbuster to 
see what was gain' on. And wouldn't you know it? Those people knew exactly what 
tape I meant. There was a wait list, they told me. It was already seven pages long. 
What else could I do? I put my name on the list and went home. A few days later, 
I got a call from them, tellin' me that the list had been destroyed and that the tape 
was no longer bein' rented out to the public. Because the girl who called knew I was 
a good, Christian woman, she gave me all of the unholy details of what was on that 
tape. Would you believe that those two women were making dirty videos in the same 
place that their little girls was sleepin'? 
Of course, I had to warn everyone of those women and their ungodly activities, 
so by the end of the night, everyone on the block knew 'bout what was gain' on in 
that house. The next few weeks were a bit tense. Many of us pitied them kids, but 
didn't want them playin' with ours if it meant their mothers were involved. One 
neighbor-you know Sheryl, don't you?-she got herself so sick about them kids 
that she called up CPS to save them from havin' to be with them lesbians any longer. 
CPS stopped by, but they didn't do nothin'. Just drove away. Those women were real 
mad after that, and they didn't even bother with manners when they saw any of us 
anymore. 
Just when we started thinkin' that we'd have to start willingly share our street 
with that pair o' sinners, somethin' strange started happenin'. That old house cross 
the street was s'posed to be empty, but some of the men from Rear-D started showin' 
up there at all hours of the night. We thought it was strange at first, before someone 
suggested all the different kinds of filthy things that could be gain' on in there. There 
was all kinds of talk. It could be drugs, some guessed. This birthed a new rumor. One 
that them lesbians were gain' to leave their good husbands, and that they'd be left 
with no money once it was realized they were unfaithful. They would need money, 
and dirty people only know how to earn money in dirty ways. 
There was other talk too, of course. Some went and said that they were screenin' 
that dirty video of theirs in the house for a pretty penny. Ain't nobody was allowed 
in without payin' first. None of us checked that, naturally. I wouldn't be caught dead 
tryin' to worm my way into a lesbian's affairs, whether it be for the greater good or 
not. Some people thought they were sellin' sex. We all laughed at them for being so 
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stupid. Lesbians didn't have any interest in men, and we never saw no women go 
into that house. At least, not until a few weeks later. 
It was Sheryl who saw it this time. After CPS blew off her concerns, she was real 
mad and started keeping an eagle eye on that "empty" house. And one night, before 
she went to bed, she caught a girl comin' outta that house. It wasn't neither of those 
lesbians; this was one of the girls from the high school. She was on the softball team, 
and everybody knew her. Well, after the debacle with CPS, Sheryl got real mad seein' 
that girl come outta that house. So she called all of us up on the phone after callin' 
the MPs. If there's one thing we're against in this neighborhood, it's watchin' little 
girls get corrupted by sin. 
Now, the police told her they'd be by the next night around eight, so all of us 
sent our kids to bed early and called each other up. By the time the cops showed up, 
everybody on the block was on the line. We were all standin' in our windows, tryin' 
to get a good look, but considerin' it was already so dark, and that the street lamps 
have been dyin' for ages now, most of us didn't get a very good view. From where I 
was, I could see the cops go up to the house, and then escort one of the women across 
the street. They disappeared inside while that other woman had to stand on her front 
lawn and wait. The longer the wait was, the more people started to believe that it 
was drugs, and that they'd have to collect the evidence. So imagine our surprise when 
they came back out with two soldiers and three little girls. 
And it was so clear that it wasn't drugs they were <loin', and it broke my heart. 
Those women had been sent from Satan, I'm sure, makin' little girls sell their bodies 
like that. Two of 'em were missin' their bottoms, and the men had their heads hung 
down in shame. I think we were all relieved that none of them girls lived on our 
street, but we all knew them. With how many barbecues and other shindigs we 
have around here, I'd be more surprised if we didn't. Those little girls clung to their 
oversized T-shirts as they were put in the back of one of the cars, the men forced 
into the other. We all watched as one of the women was put in the car with the 
men and her lover started screamin' in tongues. She kept goin' long after those cars 
disappeared, and once she finally went back inside, we all went to bed, none of us 
sure of what to say. 
The next morning, both the houses were completely empty. Both those women 
had just up and disappeared, taking their stuff and their kids with 'em. Nobody has 
heard from or about 'em since. But don't you worry yourself too much. All of us 
women pitched in together and gave your house a good scrubbin' before you moved 
in, so you ain't gotta worry about any lingerin' lesbian germs. 
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The Boy 
Charlie Harmon 
WHEN HE HAD FINISHED WITH BARKLEY, SMITH RESUMED HIS PURSUIT OF CREEL 
farther and farther north, deep into the zone above the temperate line, where it was 
always snowing and no one but prospectors and wilder folk lived. Creel probably 
hoped that the rough conditions would slow his progress, even turn him back, but 
after what they'd done to Danny-after what they'd made June do to herself-
nothing short of death would stop him. At least not until he'd run down Creel and 
spent a good long while making his displeasure known. 
He was in what must have been Toronto, back before it all came down. He 
was sheltering in the husk of what must have been a restaurant of some kind, with 
small, cheap-looking tables and chairs pushed into the corners, garish red counters, 
and an unsettling, four-foot-tall statue of a humanoid figure with a sandwich for a 
head, all covered in a thick layer of grime. He was sucking on frozen squirrel jerky, 
and warming his hands on the little portable heater he'd somehow managed to lug 
along with him everywhere he'd been since the service, when he heard something. 
He tilted his head to listen, knowing it was silly, knowing that he couldn't possibly 
have heard anything over the whistle of the icy wind, but he'd learned, over a long 
and dangerous life, to trust his instincts. After a few seconds, he stood and went to 
a window, wiping a peephole in the years' worth of caked grit and grime that was 
hiding his presence from the outside. Anyone encountered here was unlikely to be 
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friendly, but the same instinct that had driven him to the window required that he be 
sure. 
The moonlight and the pervasive white of the snow were almost as good as 
streetlights, and Smith was surprised to see a child hurrying down the street, glancing 
behind every few seconds, as if being chased. He thought it was a boy, around eight 
or nine years old going by the shape and movement. He thought the boy must come 
from a well-to-do family, going by the cut and quality of the navy snowsuit, which 
looked to be factory-made, maybe even synthetic. He thought the boy's well-to-do 
family must be crazy, stupid, or both, going by their presence this far north. 
The boy was clearly lost and alone, but Smith waited, unsure what to do. He'd 
caught up to Creel and Barkley once, but the time he'd spent with Barkley had given 
Creel almost a week's head start, and a lone man traveled quicker. The boy would 
be a distraction he could ill afford. It was more than that, though. The boy reminded 
him of Danny. 
Two men ambled around the far corner, looking like great, white, arctic beasts, 
bundled as they were against the cold, and Smith hoped they might be the boy's 
parents, searching for their lost lamb. He knew he was wrong, though. The boy 
started at the sight of them and scrambled behind a big mound of snow. Even if the 
kid hadn't been scared of them, though, they had that look. They were grinning a 
little too wide; their rotten teeth were a little too sharp; they were prowling, loping 
on the balls of their feet like they were ready to pounce. They were dangerous. They 
were hungry. They were predators. 
Smith knew he was going to have to kill them. 
The boy was hunched against the hard mound of snow with his back to them, 
panting, almost hyperventilating, hoping that they hadn't seen him. But the men 
were splitting up to come at him from either side, one probably planning to flush 
him into the arms of the other. It happened, and the boy squirmed and kicked and 
bit until the man holding him raised him over his head and slammed him into the 
ground, then again, and then slung him over his shoulder like a carcass. The two men 
stood and talked for a moment, before turning back the way they came. Smith's fists 
were clenched so tight that he had to work to open them. 
He had a pistol and a rifle, but he didn't think they'd be necessary for the men, 
nor did he want to risk alerting any friends they might have. He looked around the 
restaurant for something with some weight to it and found a little wooden club, 
about two feet long, wedged under one of the cash registers. The pistol was holstered 
under his shoulder, even when he slept, and he slung the rifle over his back, just in 
case. He'd never gone into a situation where he found himself regretting having too 
many guns, although June had often poked fun about it after they were married. 
The cold cut deep when he stepped out of the restaurant, the wind slamming 
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into him with enough force to steal his breath for a moment, but Smith had spent 
far more time in places far worse than this, and he shook it off. The men weren't 
trying to hide their trail, and between the moonlight and the snow it was almost 
too easy, the kind of easy that made him paranoid-but no, they were just stupid 
and overconfident, unaware that they might have to deal with anyone larger than a 
child. It only took him a few minutes to catch up to them. They were ambling back 
to wherever they came from and chatting over the sound of the wind, the boy still 
slung over one of their shoulders. He was surprised at how careless they were. He 
got close enough that he could have spit on the backs of their great, furry coats, and 
they gave no indication they knew he was there. He hung back, hoping they might 
give some indication of where the boy's parents were. 
"You think there's any left?" said the one with the boy. 
"O' course, stupid," said the other. "You think they got through all 'at in a hour? 
A bear couldn't do it, and he's way bigger!" They walked in silence for a moment. "I 
just hope the lady's still warm. I got a hanker." 
"If she isn't, we still got this'un," the first said, shrugging a shoulder and making 
the boy flop against his back. 
"Ugh!" said the other. "He's just a boy! That's like, mor-lestation or something." 
"So you want to eat him," said the first, clearly the brains of their duo, "but it's 
wrong to have some fun with him first?" 
"The little'uns taste the best, don't they?" said the second, like he was explaining 
two plus two to an idiot. 
"It's important to know what lines you won't cross," Smith said, and brought the 
club down on the man's head, hard enough that the club broke in half, the thicker 
end spinning off into the air and landing a few feet away. The man dropped like his 
wires were cut, and Smith would have known he was dead even if he hadn't felt his 
skull cave in beneath the blow. 
The man carrying the boy spun around and stumbled back, his arms pinwheeling. 
The boy slid off his shoulder and the man tripped over him, falling onto his butt 
with a soft yelp of surprise. The boy, who had apparently been pretending to be 
unconscious, tried to get away, but the man grabbed him, locking an arm around his 
neck in a chokehold. "This your boy?" the man said. "We didn't know, found him 
with some fat-ass, silk-glove types. We don't want no trouble with you, man." 
"Close your eyes," Smith said. 
"Close my eyes? What the hell are you-" 
"Not you," Smith said, and shoved the sharp, splintered end of the club into the 
man's eye until he felt it stop at the back of his skull, then left it there. 
The man dropped the boy and lurched away. One of his hands closed around 
the handle of the club, but it only took his body a few seconds to catch up with his 
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brain, and he fell to his knees and slumped into the snow, still twitching. The boy 
scrambled away from both him and Smith, yipping out breathless little shrieks, and 
tripped over the other man's body, the elbow of his expensive snowsuit squelching 
into the patch of blood rapidly spreading around the man's head. When he realized 
what he was sitting on, he managed an actual, full-fledged shriek and rolled away, 
stopping on his knees and elbows, hands clasped together and eyes shut, whispering, 
"Please God, please God, please God," over and over. 
Smith wanted to leave him there. The boy's pain and fear were cutting deeper 
than the wind, making him think about things he didn't want to think about, couldn't 
think about. He could feel the rage he'd been suppressing all these weeks boiling up 
inside him, and it was all he could do not to bellow like a wounded animal and beat 
his fists against one of these abandoned buildings until they were worn down to 
useless, bloody stumps. Instead, he looked away from the boy and took a few slow, 
deep breaths. He held up his palms and said, "I didn't mean to scare you." Then he 
just stood for a while, gazing off into the darkness and listening to the boy babble a 
meaningless prayer to a god who'd gone out of fashion even before the world had 
ended. After a few minutes, the boy's cries died down to muffled sobs. Smith turned 
his head back toward him, though he couldn't bring himself to look straight at him, 
and said, "You hurt? I saw one of them slam you on the ground pretty hard." 
"You-you saw that?" the boy said in a small, high voice. 
"I did," Smith said. "It's why I came after them. To save you." 
"You're not with them?" From the sound of his voice, Smith could tell the boy 
was looking up at him. 
"Never," Smith said. "Are there more of them? Do they have your parents?" 
"I think," the boy said, standing up. "I was with Mama and Papa and Curly-" 
"Curly?" Smith said. 
"Curly's our guide," the boy said. "He's taking us up to-I don't remember the 
name, but a man came through Atlanta and told us there was a factory that makes 
guns." 
Smith figured there had to be gun factories closer than wherever they were going, 
but he knew better than to bother questioning a certain kind of man once he'd 
caught the scent of money on the breeze. "Your parents?" he said again. 
"They came out of the buildings on either side of the street," the boy said. "Like 
they were waiting for us. I think-I think they killed Curly, but Papa told me to run, 
and I did, I ran until I couldn't run anymore." 
"Do you remember how many there were?" he asked, but the boy shook his 
head, abject misery on his red, chapped face. "You got away. That's enough." Smith 
knew he couldn't leave the kid to get picked up by the dead men's friends, or freeze 
to death, if he was lucky. Beyond that, anything he did was going to cost him time, 
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time he couldn't afford, but he settled on a plan he could live with. He forced himself 
to take the boy by the shoulders and look him in the eye, though it hurt to do it. "Do 
you think you can be brave for a little while longer?" The boy nodded, though he 
looked anything but sure. "Then let's go find your parents." 
They hadn't traveled far, less than a mile, when they came upon the wilders' camp. 
It was another former restaurant, cold white light visible through streaks and 
handprints in the dirt on the big glass window. Smith could hear them, even over 
the wind, laughing and shouting. Taking a stocked expedition, even a small one, 
would represent a significant windfall, with food and supplies to last them weeks, 
even months, if they were used with care. Of course, they weren't being careful. They 
were celebrating, passing around liquor bottles and jars of preserves and bags of 
jerky like they had to use them all before they went bad. The boy stood at his side in 
silence, tear streaks dried into his chapped, dirty face, and Smith wasn't sure he even 
registered what was happening. 
Smith ducked into the nearest door, pulling the boy with him. When he flicked 
on his flashlight the boy started and whimpered, surprised by the sight of several 
mannequins, all pregnant women and babies, adorned in moldering dresses and 
jumpers. Someone had set them up in the middle of the store, arranged in a loose 
circle around a naked, headless mother holding one of the babies up in the air. 
"They're not real," Smith said, but the boy just continued to stare at the strange 
tableau. He placed his flashlight in the boy's limp hand and unslung his rifle. "Do 
you know how to use one of these?" he said, holding it out in both hands. 
The boy looked at it, blinked a few times, and said, "Papa taught me. He said in 
a world like this, a boy has no business not knowing-" 
"Take it," Smith said, pressing it into his arms. "Point it at the door. When I get 
back-" 
"Back?" the boy said, breathing quicker. "Where are you going?" 
"When I get back," Smith said again, "I'll knock three times-one, two, three. If 
anybody comes through that door without knocking, you put a bullet in them." The 
boy looked lost, and even younger with the flashlight and the rifle wrapped in his 
arms. "The men who took your parents are across the street. I'm going to get them 
back." The boy looked down at the gun, and Smith was afraid he was going to say he 
wanted to come along, but then he just nodded, shifting it to a shooter's grip. "What 
am I going to do when I get back?" Smith said. 
"Three knocks," the boy said. 
"What do you do if someone comes in without knocking?" 
"Put a bullet in 'em." 
"Good boy," Smith said out of habit, and felt an unreasonable surge of resentment 
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at the boy for making him feel this way. 
He stepped out into the moonlight, pulling his pistol, and scuttled across the 
street, pressing himself against the brick wall to the side of the grimy window. He 
didn't figure they'd be able to see him, not with the inside all lit up, but there was 
no sense in tempting fate. He sidled over to glance through one of the smudges on 
the inside of the glass. There were three grubby, shaggy men, rail-thin without their 
coats, sitting around a portable heater and several battery-powered electric lanterns. 
They were passing around a bottle-hooch, he hoped-and their hands and mouths 
were stained with what could only be blood. They'd been eating meat, and they 
hadn't bothered to cook it. He could only hope they'd made a meal out of Curly and 
left the boy's parents for later. 
He stayed put for a few minutes, listening to their chatter, waiting to see if any 
others would show up. Under other circumstances, he'd have hung on to the rifle, 
set up in one of the empty buildings across the street, and waited for them to come 
looking for the two he'd killed. But every moment he waited increased the chance of 
serious harm to the boy's mother and father, and he had every intention of resuming 
his pursuit of Creel come daybreak. He marked the men's positions, walked to the 
door, took a breath, and then burst in, pistol extended. 
They never had a chance. 
He put a bullet through the head of the one nearest the door, showering the 
man to his side in gore. While the second was distracted by the bits of his friend's 
skull and brain now decorating his hair and beard, Smith put a bullet into his open 
mouth, knocking him flat on his back, the expression of mute shock still locked onto 
his bloody face. The third dove for a gun of his own-which the stupid bastard had 
left lying on the floor-and Smith put a bullet through his outstretched hand and 
another into his ear. 
He stood there with his arm still outstretched, panting, waiting for someone else 
to come running, but there was nothing but the howl of the wind and the stink of 
sulfur and cordite and offal, the smell of death. He holstered his pistol and looked 
around. There was a door leading back into what must have been a kitchen, and 
he could see orange light flickering through its circular window. He moved farther 
in, making a wide path around the first man he'd shot to avoid the blood pooling 
around his head, and stepped up to the door. He leaned forward for a look through 
the window-and the door slammed into his face, setting off an explosion of white 
behind his eyes. 
He lost some time, but it couldn't have been more than a few seconds. He was 
on his back on the floor, a naked giant sitting astride his chest, meaty fists wrapped 
around his neck. All the panic had been burned out of Smith in a warzone twenty 
years earlier, and even as he was registering his predicament, a deeper part of his 
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mind, the part that ran on instinct and intuition, was cataloguing facts. That the 
man was bigger-at least twenty pounds heavier than the rest of them had been-
suggested that he was the leader, and not a generous one. That he was nude suggested 
that at least one of the boy's parents was still alive, depending upon the big man's 
sexual proclivities. That he was choking Smith, instead of just shooting him through 
the door, suggested that he didn't have access to a gun-that, or he was as stupid as 
the rest of them had been. 
The man was strong and angry, red-faced and sweaty as he spat venom into 
Smith's face. "Kill you motherfucker break your neck fuck your skull-" But 
whether it had been anger or inexperience, he'd pinned Smith's arms but left him 
plenty of leverage. It was a simple matter for Smith to hook his legs around the 
man's neck, relishing the look of shock on his face before he flipped him off. Even as 
he was gasping for breath, Smith maneuvered the big man into a leg lock. The man 
struggled, but Smith delivered a few quick punches to his balls, which took some of 
the wind out of his sails. Smith tightened his arms around the man's leg and pulled 
until he felt the wet snap of the man's knee popping out of its joint, eliciting a bellow 
of agony, and then he let go and crawled away, still coughing. 
Smith stood, not hurrying-having a knee broken'll take the fight out of 
anybody-and pulled his pistol. The big man was still conscious, which was 
impressive, lying on his side with his hands wrapped around his mangled leg, staring 
hatred at Smith through eyes wet with tears. 
"The man and woman you took tonight, where are they?" Smith said, voice raw. 
He didn't bother raising the pistol. The man knew what was coming, either way. 
"Kill you motherfucker," the man was still saying through gritted teeth. 
"What I thought," Smith said, stepping around him. 
He opened the door into the kitchen and was assaulted by the odor of blood 
and shit. It came from bodies hung from the ceiling by their ankles like cattle, ragged 
hunks of flesh cut from their legs and flanks. There was another body on the floor, 
eyes wide and legs spread. They'd all been dead for hours. 
He turned to look at the man on the floor, whose teeth were bared in a savage 
grin. "You like that, you fuck?" the man said. "There's more where that came from. 
I got a whole-" 
Smith put a bullet in his belly. The man writhed and wretched and tried to crawl 
away, leaving a snail trail of gore on the dirty floor. Smith stood and watched for a 
moment, jaw clenched, breathing hard. He hopped forward and kicked the man in 
his wounded belly, hard enough to knock him onto his back. The man's eyes rolled 
back in his head, but Smith growled and stomped on his mangled knee. "Piece of 
shit!" 
The boy's parents were dead. He was all alone. 
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Back at Smith's camp, the boy hunched in front of the heater, staring quietly at 
nothing. He didn't respond when spoken to, but he ate some dried apples Smith 
gave him, and drank some tea. Smith got a small pouch of herbs out of his pack 
and brewed them into more tea for the boy. "To help you sleep," he said, and the 
boy took it and drank without comment, eyes glassy and unfocused, mouth hanging 
open. He'd been that way since Smith had returned and told him his parents didn't 
make it. 
Smith left the boy's body in the restaurant in the morning. Even if he'd had time 
to bury him, the ground here was concrete where it wasn't ice. As he trekked off into 
the wind, picking up Creel's trail, a small voice in the back of Smith's mind told him 
he was a monster, no better than the men he had killed the night before-worse, in 
fact, because the boy had trusted him. But Smith didn't listen to it. He couldn't. 
This world was no place for a child. 
And he had promises to keep. 
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Strangers 
Ash lyn Whee ler 
BARRY COULDN'T EVEN MASTURBATE. 
His nails were tinted orange from the stain of Doritos, and his fingers grasped 
around himself, soft and sad. He let hot tears slip down his face . 
Behind him on his kitchen floor were magnets and photos patterned around and 
under the fridge. When Sheila left him, when the apartment was empty of her, when 
she closed the dented door behind her, and when he had heard it shut, he had slumped 
his back, still sweating through his dress shirt from his commute home, against the 
fridge's face . Take-out menus crumpled under his shoulder blades. Magnets clattered 
to the tile floor, letting the pictures of her fall with them. Her face fluttered around 
his feet. 
That was the day she left. One month ago. 
A shallow creature, immeasurably fond of his own misfortune, Barry secretly, 
though not obviously to himself, enjoyed wallowing, and his ignorance of others' 
feelings, opinions, was unmatched. With hardly a shred of empathy, he swallowed 
up only his own pain, his own thoughts. For, to him, his truth was all there was. He 
did no wrong, and Sheila left him due to her own mistake, to her own misfortune. 
She would see, she would surely see. 
Barry, full-heartedly, full-mindedly believed that he deserved the satisfaction of 
a beautiful woman's touch, that he deserved to be desired, that he deserved so much 
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more than this shadow of an apartment, littered with clothes and trash. Sheila had 
been the one to clean, and there was little much else Barry was contented with, besides 
burrowing in a grand despair, than coming home from a long day at the office to his 
beautiful girlfriend-the smell of bleach stinging from the kitchen, vacuum lines in 
the carpet. And even more so, he found his greatest accomplishment to be, besides his 
recent promotion to the co-assistant director of accounting, thrusting into her like 
a champion, so satisfied with his performance that he ignored her feigned, annoyed 
moans. 
If he had any shred of awareness, he would have seen how his ignorance became 
like a sickness to her. And what made it all the worse was how highly he thought of 
himself, how innocent he believed he was in hardships that fell heavy upon him. If he 
had seen that he was plagued with a great delusion, he maybe would've understood. 
But instead, he was in shock and disbelief that his true love of two months left him 
in a such a hurry. 
Now Barry sat on the green sofa alone, where Sheila once laid her head when they 
watched True Lies for the first time. 
Holding his dick initially, poor Barry had felt the need, for the first time since 
Sheila had left, to release. But once he sat down, gray sweatpants stretching around 
his pelvis with his hand below the waistband, he saw a long, red strand of her 
hair resting, as if asleep, on the arm of the couch. It seemed to breathe peacefully, 
dreaming, slightly quivering with the breeze from the slow overhead fan. 
Pizza boxes surrounded the trashcan in the kitchen, bowing in offering, their open 
mouths stained inside with red, bloody marinara. His laundry basket sat hungrily in 
his closet, a lone sock, curled and stiff from sweat, in its base. Clothes collected on 
the bedroom floor, covering the paths Sheila's feet had taken to go make breakfast, 
to take a shower, to kiss him goodbye in the morning. 
All Sheila had left, definitely on accident, was her toothbrush. Barry had left it 
in the rinsing cup, avoiding the stare from its disappointed bristles. 
Barry sniffled, pulling his hand out from below, and covered his eyes, letting his 
sweaty palms sting into them. 
The muted television screen flashed The Mask of Zorro~ Up Next. 
"It's okay," he said heavily, to no one. He grabbed the remote from the side table, 
careful not brush the ginger hair from its perch, and aimed it at the still image of 
Antonio Banderas. 
The apartment was still and dark. He let his arm hover in the air, pointing the 
remote with great purpose, feeling strong for a moment in the quiet. 
The phone rang. 
Barry dropped the remote and it hit the corner of the coffee table, batteries 
96 Hair Trigger 39 
spilling out of its opened spine. 
Sheila? he thought quickly, stupidly. He jumped up off the couch, crumbs flaking 
off him like salted dandruff, his heart beating faster then it had since ... since ... he 
couldn't remember. 
Taking an eager, giant step into the hall where the phone sang, he tripped over 
the umbrella he had tossed to the ground after work one day, his legs sliding against 
the sleek fabric on the raincoat he hadn't hung up, and his left knee landed harshly 
on something jagged jutting up from the carpet-the mail key he'd lost weeks ago. 
But, he didn't have time to think about that, or about the smell that stunk up from 
his carpet. 
The phone continued to ring and, rolling onto his side, Barry desperately reached 
for the cord, but it was just out of reach from his panicked hands. He was running 
out of time, and his knee was bleeding now, staining his pants a muddy red. The 
phone was calling to him, pleaded with him to answer it, leading to its last note. He 
curled his tongue out over the side of his mouth in concentration, sweat beginning to 
collect in beads around his greasy temples. He pushed up off the ground, grunting 
deeply from his gut with the effort, and picked up the phone. 
"Sheila!" he said, or more like yelled, into the receiver. "Hello, hello? I'm here!" 
There was a brief silence on the other end. 
"Hello?" Barry was frustrated, breathing heavily, nostrils whistling with his 
massive exhales. 
"I'm ... I'm sorry," said the voice from the other line. Barry knew immediately it 
wasn't Sheila. Oddly, he didn't care. The voice continued, "I might have the wrong 
number. I'm trying to reach Steven?" 
Barry didn't say a word, but listened, listened so intently that he felt as if the 
voice were there with him, standing next to him, speaking softly into his ear. He 
could almost feel the woman's breath on his cheek. His dick suddenly throbbed 
when, for a moment, he thought he smelled her coconut shampoo, so different, so 
pleasant, more subtle than Sheila's strong vanilla. 
"This is silly," the voice said, distancing a bit from the phone. Barry pushed the 
receiver harder against his already reddened ear. He heard her sigh. "This is awfully 
silly." She sounded like she was smiling. "This is Annalise, from the other night. I 
usually don't do this type of thing, especially this quickly"-Barry liked how she was 
being so honest with him, and smiled, too- "but I just wanted to say that I had a 
really great night with you." 
Barry could see her fully now, and though only in his mind, it felt unmistakably 
real. Blonde hair, thick and straight like poured honey. Small shoulders, freckles 
dotting them-actually, no, he changed his mind; Sheila had freckles there. No, 
Annalise had smooth, pale skin-no marks, maybe a small scar on her wrist from a 
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pizza oven accident, a hidden scar that only he knew about, only his lips could trace. 
His heart quickened again. 
"I wondered why you didn't call yet-call first. You're a busy man, I know. But 
I thought maybe you didn't get the little scribble I left you in the top zippered pouch 
on your suitcase, the napkin with my number on it, that I kissed with the red lipstick 
you liked? I slid it in when you were in the shower." Slid it in. He clenched the phone 
so tightly with his big hands that it should've broken. 
"I've been waiting for your call, feeling like a silly teenage girl waiting around, 
twirling the phone cord all day, can you imagine it?" She laughed a sweet laugh. He 
imagined, or rather, saw her small hands, red nail polish on the tips, massaging the 
cord with her delicate fingers. "I wanted to give you a call, just to see how you're 
doing, not just to make embarrassing confessions, of course. I could barely make 
out the numbers you wrote down on the hotel stationary. But really, I just wanted to 
call because"-her voice deepened, an easy sultriness sinking in-"if you couldn't 
already tell from the other night, I'm a girl who doesn't like to ... wait around." 
Barry swallowed hard. He looked down at the tent in the crotch of his sweatpants, 
a boner raging. He had never looked so big. His hands began to shake, so he held 
onto the desk where newspapers slumped in uneven stacks. Is this love? 
"Steven?" she asked, a beautiful worry in her voice. "Steven, I know you're 
there." She laughed that little laugh. "I can hear you breathing into the phone." 
Again the apartment was quiet. Moments pulsed by. 
"Steven?" 
"Yes! I'm here!" 
Barry spoke, clapping a sweaty hand over his mouth. Did he actually just speak? 
He probably sounded like an idiot, he probably made her jump back from the phone. 
Did he actually ju-
"Hi, stranger," Annalise said smoothly. Barry was a mess, sweat staining his 
shirt's underarms, dick throbbing, throat clenching. He couldn't do this. "Did you 
miss me?" Then, suddenly, it didn't matter anymore. Her green eyes-no, no, blue 
eyes-looked deeply into his, and a warm, calming rush came over him. 
He could be Steven for a little while. Just a little while. He straightened his back, 
clearing his throat. 
In a voice he could barely recognize he said, "Annalise, I have been so lonely." 
Barry stood behind one of the giant, fake bushes outside of the bar, The Phoenix, 
sweat permeating from every fold of his body. 
She'd told him she'd be wearing a bright pink dress, low-cut-Just how I know 
you'll like it, she'd said-her hair up and out of her face. Barry had said that yes, 
yes of course he would meet her tomorrow for drinks. He had been picturing her 
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ample breasts-round and soft-when she gave him the address of the restaurant 
on Cambridge. He even managed to scribble down, while his eyes pictured her every 
curve, The Phoenix, 8 p.m. He'd traced it with a heart. 
Now Barry waited, plastic shrubbery poking at his reddened, wet face. In his 
view from the outside window, he could easily see the entirety of the restaurant 
seating, and across the room, a perfect view of the front door. He was perfectly 
concealed in the shadow of the curving alley. He was in a good spot for hiding out, 
in a good spot for waiting. 
He wondered what the hell he was doing there. He wondered how the hell this 
was going to work. He'd had a thirty-minute bus ride where he could've thought 
about it, given himself some kind of plan, but instead he heard her voice in his head . 
Hi, stranger. He had the entire day to work out the kinks, to decide if it all was 
lunacy, but instead he'd paced his tiny apartment, shuffling through stained shirts, 
snatching up pairs of wrinkled pants, looking for, and finally finding, the black belt 
he owned that matched his only dress shoes. He changed his tie three times, deciding 
on not wearing one at all when the third, a deep red, felt very much like a noose. 
He leaned back against the brick wall by the kitchen entrance, slouching down 
onto the gum-spotted sidewalk, the orange glow of the streetlamp illuminating half 
his face, the other in shadow. He put his forehead against his bent knuckles. 
His heart beat so wildly that his thoughts came through at a sickening staccato, 
but still, even interrupted, panicked, they came. 
I will wait for her to come, he thought. She will have to sit lonely for just a little 
while. 
He imagined her sitting at the bar, looking around, checking her small wrist for 
the time, a slight, hopeful pout kissing up from her lips. Her shoulders would sag, 
she'd look up at the door every time it opened. 
Steven won't show up, and she'll be upset. She'll wonder why he didn't call, 
why he lead her on. I'll come in, and sit by her, nonchalantly, naturally. "Oh, God," 
he shuddered aloud. He was going to talk to her. Talk to her for real. He almost 
vomited, but swallowed so he wouldn't get it on his shoes, in the soles. 
I'll just say, "Hey, Annalise!" 
No, you idiot, you can't say that. 
What else am I-? 
You're not supposed to know her name yet! You 're supposed to be strangers! 
What an idiot! I forgot! 
And yes, he had forgotten, because they didn't feel like strangers anymore. In 
fact, to Barry, he'd felt very much like he 'd known her all along, and that she had 
known her. Love changes strangers. 
He stood up from his hunched position, feeling dizzy and thirsty, when he saw, 
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out of the corner of his eye, the glare reflecting from the front door opening. He saw 
a flash of hot pink, of skin. 
He plunged his face through the shrubbery, feeling the sharp sting of molding 
wire slice across his chin and nose, but he didn't care. 
In the doorway, at eight o'clock sharp, stood a blonde woman in a bright pink 
dress, low-cut, just as Annalise had described. Just how I know you'll like it. Barry 
clenched his teeth, almost shattering them. Annalise? 
Her skin was tanned orange, hanging off her arms. Her breasts sagged 
unpleasantly, painfully, almost. Her legs stumped out from under the tight hem of 
the minidress, craning with great difficulty into the highly-wound, complex straps of 
her black heels. She smiled, and even from thirty feet away, Barry could see the neon 
fuchsia lipstick smeared across her teeth when she smiled at the waiter, her eyelids 
heavy. 
This was not the woman he loved. This wasn't how she was supposed to be. 
Barry's legs collapsed violently under him, giving way to the tremendous 
heartache that plummeted within him like a bomb. He let his body crumble to the 
ground, arms and legs bending disgustingly, but he felt no pain. After he lay there for 
several minutes, he was finally able to scoop himself up off the ground. 
On the bus returning home he felt, suddenly, betrayed, tricked, and couldn't even 
bring himself to think her name. He couldn't help, however, hearing her voice as it 
sang in his head. He sobbed against the window, his shoulders heaving greatly. He 
was forsaken and he hated her. He hated her with everything in him. 
Upon arrival at his door, thick tears still running heavily, but finally quietly, between 
weak hiccups, Barry wanted to call Sheila. He wanted to hear her voice. He needed 
her to come home. He could not live without her. She would find the error in her 
ways. She would return to him. 
He threw his blazer dramatically off and onto the piles of DVD cases, lurching 
broken-heartedly to the telephone, making sure the pillows, trash, posters, empty 
glasses, could all see his strife. 
When he reached the phone, his face went suddenly from its twisted-up, tearful 
grimace to a soft, wide-eyed hope. A red light blinked up at him from the speaker 
box. He had one message. 
"Hey Steven, it's me." Annalise's voice. "I was stuck in traffic and wanted you 
to know I'm running late. It's ... hmmm ... 8:35 now, and I'm about to call the 
restaurant, so maybe if you're already there-which I'm sure you are, you poor 
thing-they can let you know. I can't wait to see you, handsome. I can't wait to touch 
you." 
Barry, mouth open, spit puddling up inside, looked down at his own watch: 8:52. 
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He'd missed her. 
He almost let himself imagine her again, walking into the restaurant. He almost 
let himself see the pink dress hugging her perfectly. He would've seen several eyes 
turning her way, wives hitting or kicking their husbands under the table. He would've 
seen her blue eyes flickering intently, earnestly to each thick-clothed table, searching 
for the familiarity of Steven's face. He would've seen her turn to the young waiter 
to ask if her date had arrived, but then quickly stop when she saw the young man's 
shocked expression, as if he had forgotten how to breathe, trembling menu in hand. 
He would have heard her say, "Are you okay?" with genuine, sweet concern, seen 
her put her hand on his quivering arm. "I'm sorry," the boy would've said, eyes wide. 
"It's just that you are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen." 
But instead, Barry bit his cheek, shook his head; it hurt too much to see her, it 
hurt too much to care. As he scooped up a pile of reeking clothes off the center of 
the floor, the first effort to clean in many weeks, he had no idea that this vision-of 
Annalise walking into The Phoenix-would have been the first time his truth was the 
complete, honest one. 
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I am a Bird 
Lukas O'Hara 
I AM A BIRD AND I SPEND MY DAYS IN A LITTLE WIRE CAGE AT THE FRONT TABLE OF 
a quaint little pet shop. I used to be quite the catch, let me tell you. I used to have 
some value, you know? But now? Well, I'm a clearance item now. "Buy it fast or we'll 
throw it in the trash." It's the way of the world these days and I've accepted that. But 
each time that they lowered my price, each time that they inched me closer to the 
cash register, I felt my sense of worth crumble a little bit more, like how the wind 
and rain weather down a rock. Today, it costs thirty dollars to take me home. It costs 
thirty dollars to move my cage from point A, this pet store, to point B, some house. 
It used to cost a hundred. 
The clearance table is just about as close to the register as you can possibly get. 
I sit there, day in, day out, while this gum-popping, hair-twirling, teenaged chick 
plays around on her phone all day. The manager, she's a real swell old lady, she tells 
this teenage girl to "remember to mention our sale" and the teenage girl nods her 
head like some kind of mindless puppet being pulled by the invisible strings of her 
subconscious. 
"Yeah," says the teenage cashier. "Sure." 
"Okay," says the manager. "We just want to be sure he finds a good home now," 
and then she throws one of these heart-warming, motherly smiles in my direction. 
She's such a nice lady. She really is. 
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That teenage girl never does mention my sale though. She never says a thing 
about it. The moment that the manager walks out of those two steely automatic 
doors at the front of the store this girl just sits down, just plops her bottom right into 
a chair, and whips out her phone. She knows that it's wrong. She really does. I see 
her try to hide her phone sometimes when the manager's prowling about, but when 
the manager's gone I don't think there's a moment she's not on it. 
For the next five hours until the store closes, this girl just scrolls through the 
images and lists and stuff on her phone like it's the most important thing in the 
world. Then, when a customer does approach the counter, this girl will hold up a 
finger to the customer's face and tell them to "hang on a sec," while she finishes 
typing out some text message or internet comment. Kids these days, they're a ruined 
bunch. 
On the off chance that a customer inquires about me and says something like, 
"Oh my! What a cute little bird!" she'll respond with, "Yeah, I guess-if you're, like, 
into birds and stuff." 
During the evenings and weekends, I just give up. I don't have any grand 
expectations of being purchased and finding a new home with a loving family that 
keeps me in a nice room with dim moody lighting where I can sing to my heart's 
content. I don't entertain thoughts of flying from my perch onto an eager child's 
outstretched finger. As long as that teenage girl pops her gum from behind the cash 
register, I doubt I have any chance at being sold, and I want so badly to be sold. 
So, on those lonely days when the manager is gone and it's just me and the girl, I 
do whatever I have to do to keep my mind off the depressing things. I'll hop around 
in my cage and dance to the music inside my head. I'll flit around from perch to perch 
just to get my daily exercise. And then, in those especially lonely moments, when the 
store is closed and no one is around except for me and the fish in the aquariums and 
the turtles in the tanks and the snakes in the glass, I'll sing my song. I'll sing the song 
that plays over and over again in my head. I'll sing with low whistles and bursting 
chirps so that my voice sounds as much like a piano as it possibly can because in 
truth, that's how the song was meant to be played. That's how I remember it. I don't 
know where I remember it from, but I do know that every time I sing it it never fails 
to stir up something deep inside of me. It 's like I'm a cup of coffee filled with cream 
and sugar and someone's trying to mix me all up and before I know it, I feel this song 
coursing through my blood and through my skin and my feathers. It's a beautiful 
song! It's a beautiful song. 
There have been times, on my especially lonesome days, that I've sang it in the 
presence of customers. And I think that it might stir up something inside of them 
too because they'll come over to my cage and lean in real close and peer inside and 
they'll look into my eyes and I'll look into theirs and we'll have a touching little 
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moment. I don't stop singing though. I just keep on whistling. Sometimes, I let those 
moments send my hopes flying in wild imaginations and I think that maybe, if they 
like my song so much, they'll purchase me. But that hasn't been the case yet. No, 
it appears that they only like to hear my song in passing, the same way that people 
enjoy hearing the violin being played in the subway, but only for a moment because 
they have a train to catch. I wonder if those violin players feel anything like I do. I 
wonder if they wish that someone would whisk them away as they play their songs 
down there. I wonder if they wish that someone would come up to them and say, 
"How beautiful!" and take them by the arm and invite them into their home and 
have them play for them all night long. 
One day, an older woman who was enjoying the sound of my song turned to her 
husband and said, "What a sad song that bird sings, Harold. Doesn't it sound sad?" 
Harold came over and peered into my cage, right there beside his wife. The two 
of them watched me and I kept on singing. 
"Why is his song so sad?" said the woman. 
"Maybe he's in love with a lady bird," said Harold. "Maybe some lady bird stole 
his heart and now he can't get to her 'cause he's all locked up in this cage." 
"Oh," said Harold's wife. 
And then Harold, nodding his head somberly said, "Yes, yes. That must be it." 
The woman kept looking at me with these sad and lonely eyes. It looked like she 
was about to cry. 
"I've always wanted a bird, you know." 
"Well," said Harold. "Looks to me like this one here's on sale." 
But his wife just shook her head. "I wish he sang happy songs. Why doesn't he 
sing happy songs?" 
And then the couple moved on. Harold hoisted a large bag of dry dog food 
over his shoulder and the two of them stepped in line to be rung up by the teenage 
girl, who was pounding furiously with her thumbs at the touchscreen of her phone. 
The older couple waited for a good minute before Harold's wife reached out with 
a friendly hand and placed it on the counter in the teenage girl's vision and said, 
"Excuse us," in an absolutely lovely voice. 
And then the girl, true to form, raised a finger into the air and said, "Hang on a 
sec." 
So Harold and his wife waited patiently at the counter, chattering amongst 
themselves in a low and hushed tone. Then, when the teenage girl put her phone 
back in her pocket, Harold's wife was ready with a question and a smile. 
"Does that bird over there," and then she pointed at me. At me! "Does he ever 
sing happy songs?" 
"I don't know. I guess, like, if he wants to he might." 
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The old couple nodded to themselves and Harold said, "He probably just doesn't 
think singing happy songs is worth it. No lady birds around to be happy with." 
"Oh stop it now," said his wife, slapping him on the shoulder with an affectionate 
flick of her wrist. "He don't want nothing to do with no lady birds." 
"You don't think so?" said Harold. 
"No," said his wife. And she left it at that. 
The cashier finished ringing up and charging the couple and then, with a heaving 
grunt, Harold lifted the bag of dog food back up over his shoulder and the two of 
them started their walk out of the store. Just before they reached the automatic 
doors, Harold's wife looked back at me and said to her husband, "It would be nice 
to have a bird though, wouldn't it Harold?" 
And I raised my eyes and looked at them. I stopped singing my song for a moment 
and I just looked at them. My mind was rushing with thoughts of living in the same 
house as them, of singing my song in one of their rooms and watching them dance 
along to the notes, step by step. I looked at their faces and I was so happy. Both of 
them had wrinkled eyes-wrinkles that had formed from years of smiling. 
"We don't have the room," said Harold, a little woefully. 
"What a shame," said Harold's wife. 
"It sure is," said Harold. 
My days in the cage all seem to blur together now. Every day I exercise by hopping 
around in my little wire cage and I'll sing too. And sometimes, like with Harold and 
his wife, customers will listen to my song, but so far no one's wanted to bring me into 
their home. No one's wanted to make me a part of their family. The violin player in 
the subway is never whisked away to new and exciting lands. These customers listen 
to my song for a moment, but that's all, just a moment. I can't blame them though. 
After all, a bird's song is one of life's passing pleasures. You can hear a song like mine 
in any local park. So why purchase something when a short trip to the park can give 
it to you for free? 
It's so easy to lose all of your hope on the clearance table. It's so easy to put 
your dreams of flying through the moody lighting of a full-packed living room just 
bursting with loving people to rest. It's easy to give up on becoming a part of a 
family when person after person passes you by like you're the weekly edition of 
some terrible tabloid in the store's checkout line. It's easy to forget how to sing happy 
songs and it's easy to only remember the sad ones. In fact, that might just be the 
easiest thing in the world. 
But being up here on the clearance table isn't all bad. When the teenage girl goes 
home and the light begins to fade beyond the windows of the pet store, I know that 
in the morning the manager will be back and unlocking the doors to the store with 
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a heavenly sort of smile on her face. 
"Well, what are you still doing here?" she'll ask me in the mornings. "Didn't 
anybody take you home last night?" 
Then I have to tell her, "No, no one came to take me home last night," and that, 
no, I didn't know why. 
"Well," the manager will say, "that's lucky for me because a bird as handsome as 
you could get snatched away to a loving home at any second and I wouldn't get so 
much as a goodbye." 
Every morning the conversation is the same and every conversation that I have 
with her leaves me feeling warm inside like I just took a straight shot of some of that 
real good whiskey. The manager is the type of person that could make a hermit crab 
feel wanted and loved because, unlike most people, the manager actually wants me 
and all of the other pets here. She just doesn't have the means to keep us all. 
It's her greatest pleasure to see us every morning, to wake us up and to feed us, 
and it's an absolute shame that she hired such an incompetent cashier to cover the 
store's evenings and weekends, but she had to. She deserves her rest. Someone has to 
cover for her. 
There aren't many customers that come in during the manager's daytime shifts, 
but when they do she always makes sure to tell them all about my sale. "He's really 
a very nice bird," she tells them, "an absolute sweetie." 
Then I watch as customer after customer shakes their heads and say, "No. We'd 
love to, but we just don't have the room." 
I had pretty much lost all hope. I'd lost all hope that I'd ever be adopted. I'd 
resigned myself to a lonely fate of hopping around a wire cage at the pet store just 
waiting for one of those pet store higher-ups to say that I wasn't quite worth the cost 
of keeping me around and then they'd put me in the back of a car and drive me to the 
vet's place where they'd put a little gas mask over my beak and I'd slowly fall asleep 
and into darkness. 
But then this morning, the most wonderful thing happened. I saw this old woman 
come into the pet store and she had the most familiar face. I knew that I knew her. 
I was certain of it. But for the life of me I couldn't place her. She was a memory 
shrouded in fog, but wrapped in yearning. She was the piece that I was missing. 
She walked to the front counter and asked the manager where the birdseed was. 
"If you go all the way down aisle four you'll find it on your right-hand side." 
"0 h, thank you!" said the woman, and even her voice had this strange familiar 
charm to it. The question was eating away at me and clawing at my insides. Who is 
she? 
I sat perched in my wire cage rubbing beneath my beak with the tip 
of my wing as I mulled it over. How did I know her? Did we meet before 
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or did she just remind me of someone that'd come in before? 
When she returned with the seed, I made sure to study her face and I studied 
it well-the curvature of her lips, the bend of her nose, and the shape of her jaw. 
Everything, her face, the way she talked and the way she moved, it all felt like a piece 
of my long-forgotten past. It wasn't until she paid for the seed at the counter and the 
manager told her to have a nice day that I remembered who she was. 
"Sister! Sister!" I whistled from my cage. "Sister, it's me, your brother!" 
She smiled over at my cage and remarked to the manager about how cute of a 
bird I was. 
"On sale too," said the manager. 
"Are you serious?" said my sister. 
"She is!" I chirped. "She is serious! I only cost a mere thirty dollars." 
"He's only thirty dollars," said the manager. 
My sister walked over to me, leaving the bag of birdseed she'd just purchased 
sitting in a slump on the front counter. She leaned in close to the cage and looked 
into my eyes and I tilted my head and looked into hers. 
"It's me," I chirped. "It's me! Your brother." 
"What a funny looking bird," she said to the manager. "Somehow, and it's really 
cracking me up, but somehow he looks like someone I knew once, but I just don't 
know who." 
"That settles it then," said the manager. "He was meant for you! You've got to 
take him home." 
My sister smiled. She smiled a wonderful smile and she said, "I suppose I could 
always do with another bird. Only thirty dollars, right?" 
I couldn't believe it. I really couldn't believe it! After all of this time thinking that 
I'd never find a home, here I was returning to the one that I had been born with. As 
my sister carried me out to her car, I began whistling the only song that I really knew 
how to sing. And there I was whistling along, a little more cheerfully than usual, 
when my sister started whistling with me! She started whistling my song. And that 
was when it all started to come back to me. The dim lighting of my old home, the 
notes of the piano flowering up into the air and dying on my ears, and flying from 
my perch to the fingers of a small child-to my sister. 
I felt my tiny little stomach begin to tighten and flutter with an insurmountable 
joy and I spread out my wings as my sister carried my cage along and I felt the wind 
ripple through my feathers and it was just perfect. I hadn't felt something so good in 
years. 
My sister opened the back door of her car and set my cage down gently on 
the seat and closed the door before getting into a seat of her own in the front. She 
looked back at me and she was smiling and I was smiling too and she asked me if I 
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liked music and I chirped happily, telling her that I did. And then she took off. We 
pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road and soon I saw the tops of trees just 
whizzing on by in the windows. I couldn't believe it. I felt like I was flying. 
My sister played with the knobs and buttons on the radio until some music came 
on and then she turned and looked at me between the seats. "How about this song?" 
she asked. The tops of trees were still flying past us. 
"Of course!" I whistled. I couldn't care less what we listened to. I was lost in an 
ethereal happiness, a lovely dream. 
My sister turned the dial on the radio again. "Well," she said sort of sheepishly, "I 
didn't like that song so much." And then she turned back to me again and looked at 
me as the car cruised along the road toward my new home and she asked me, "How 
about this song? Do you like this song?" 
And I told her, I told her that I liked the song. I told her that I loved the song and 
I wanted to tell her that I love her so much and that I was so happy to see her again, 
but then the car lurched forward with a sudden violence and my sister, who was 
still turned back and looking at me, was flung into the front of the car and my cage 
lifted off of the backseat and tumbled forward too as her car collided and crumpled 
against some other object or force and the bones of my wings crunched against the 
reeling walls of my cage and I felt my head lodge itself through two steel wires. 
Electric waves of pain pulsed rhythmically through my body as my cage landed and 
settled down in the passenger seat of the car. 
I felt the wires of the cage pressing against my neck and each breath was labor 
for me, absolute labor. I was absolutely lost in my own pain until I saw her. I saw my 
sister and her body. It was thrown halfway through the windshield of her car and 
red trickled in streams along the dashboard and dripped onto my feathers and I felt 
a rising panic inside of me. I felt the world tighten and contract. 
I looked up at my sister's body and chirped woefully, "Sister? Sister?" and she 
didn't respond, and I tried to chirp again and say, "Sister?" when another red drop of 
blood dripped down onto my face, and I came to realize that she was gone and that 
I was alone in the world and that this was the extent of my family reunion. It was all 
I would ever get. 
I hear their voices now. I hear them speaking. "What a sad song that bird sings, 
Harold. Doesn't his song sound sad?" 
And I wonder, does my song sound sad? I listen for it now. I listen for the hollow 
notes of my sister's piano. I look for the dim light of our childhood living room and 
I wish that we were all there again, all of us as family. All that I want is to have that 
again-to hear my sister play that song and to whistle along with her and to be with 
them just once more. Just once more. 
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"What a shame," says Harold's wife. 
"It sure is," says Harold. 
It sure is. 
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The Single-Windowed and Presumably Yellow 
School Bus 
JT Lachausse 
THE SEATS OF THE SINGLE-WINDOWED AND PRESUMABLY YELLOW SCHOOL BUS 
were occupied from front to back with carbon copies of my Mother. They were a 
familiar edition of Mother, a version equipped with dark, shoulder-length hair that 
just brushed the edges of her shoulders. It was a version of her I had longed to 
see once more, brought from a time when our relationship was built upon trust, 
rather than aversion. The Mothers sat as tired mannequins would: linearly attentive, 
spines aslant in werewolf-hunch, bob-cuts swaying in harmony to the road-bump 
happenings. It was a set of bodies, deadened and cold-not quite Mother, but not 
quite not. I wandered from the rear and surveyed the Mothers, their collective 
focus driven strictly forward. I acknowledged where I was, felt the engine of the 
presumably yellow school bus rumbling through me. 
"What color is it?" I asked one of the Mothers. The Mother did not turn to me, 
instead responding as a mannequin would: with silence. In fiberglass reflection I 
could see a former version of myself, hair sprawled out to the shoulders in feathery 
confusion. It was a version of me that felt unfamiliar; I was only a witness to the 
world, not yet a man, but a child of my Mother, an experiment protected from time. 
I peered behind me and found a different reflection staring back, a younger version 
outlined in the rear bus wall, hair to the floor that rounded his feet, and stretched 
beyond where reflections do not tread. 
Toward the front of the vehicle, I could see the bottom fringes of a curtain 
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waving. The partition separated the seats of the bus from the absolute front, the 
strange machine driven by what seemed to be a mystery. Lights hung low around 
the base of the drapery, the lambent hues coming from the singular bus window that 
waited at the other end. There, toward the curtain, I began to see differences between 
those Mothers at the front of the bus and those at the back. Where I stood in the 
posterior, the Mothers had a natural glow, a soft and golden radiance that came from 
within; farther up, however, the Mothers had no color left in them. Their hunches 
were terribly askew, and the tips of their hairs split wide, falling atop their waxen 
shoulders. It was as if the curtain's light had bore down a punishment on those that 
treaded too close. 
As I looked into the beckoning curves of the curtain, I began to hear a soft 
chime, a familiar note that struck the air and carried itself throughout the 
vehicle. Upon each ring of the bell, the Mothers would collectively inhale; the note 
dissipated, and then came an exhale. Strands of hair fell from the Mothers' heads, 
the piles growing larger as the seats neared the strangely illuminated curtain. I felt 
myself being propelled toward the curtain's call, my feet gliding in effortless curiosity 
over swamps of shriveled hair. The farther I moved forward, the further the curtain 
seemed to become, its mysterious note stretching out to an imperceptible length, its 
echoes blending with subsequent beginnings. 
A series of arms struck out into the aisle, fingers outstretched in strained, starfish 
formation. The Mothers kept their attentions forward, legs locked in taxidermic 
stiffness. I reached for one of the outstretched arms, the hand suddenly clutching 
at the air. I opted to lower myself and crawl onward beneath the arms. At ground 
level, I could see just barely beneath the billowing partition that was the curtain of 
something unknown. Within the reflection of the metallic floor I could see my body 
stretching and bending out in measured transformations, an unfamiliar man staring 
back at me. I turned back and found the boy in the rear bus wall, his hands pressed 
against an unseen barrier; he moved his lips, but I could not hear him over the 
resonating curtain song. 
As I turned to move forward once more, the Mothers each lifted a foot and 
lowered it heavy against the bus floor. The vehicle shuttered at the riot, my body 
lifting off the ground-and scrambling for balance on the way down. This action 
continued in synchrony as I wandered farther up the aisle mat, the legs shifting, the 
arms reaching. Storms of hair began to rise up into the air, spinning out of control, 
gathering up in clouds, consuming the interior of the presumably yellow school bus. 
A stream of wind began to rise from behind the curtain, its fringes billowing with 
greater attitude. The wind began to bend the curtain's call, its singular tone gliding 
downward in pitch, down from a whistle and becoming a drone. The fallen hair 
consumed my sight, the groan of the bus hiccuping at the instances of feet slams. I 
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closed my eyes and pressed onward. 
"What color is it?" I called out once more, limbs grasping aimlessly, hair filling 
my lungs. I felt my body stretch out as I advanced, my limbs longer and wider, the 
wisps of hair that once brushed my own shoulders falling in sheets. The beating 
of the feet intensified, now faster and louder, the winds from the singular window 
blowing against my face as I pressed onward. I opened my eyes for a moment and 
turned to the back, the rear bus child now gone, a careening plume of darkness 
charging toward me. The Mothers had changed, their heads now absent of hair, 
their eyes fastened shut. In the fiberglass surface of one model, I saw my reflection: a 
withered creature, clutching at the floor, his eyes turning now to face the wind. 
The man was hairless, disfigured, his hollows illuminated by half-light, his skin 
lined with wind-stretch. The man was unfamiliar to himself. The bald statues around 
him were unfamiliar. The man only knew to stand in the tunnel of wind and charge 
forward. The winds lifted the man right off of his feet, his arms clutching at the 
bus seats, pulling himself through the ocean of hair by any means, storming against 
the approach of an oncoming shadow. The billowing curtain reached out to him 
with gesture, a wave of fabric calling for a hand. The man grasped at the curtain 
and clutched it, his fingers outstretched in starfish formation. The darkness of the 
presumably yellow school bus had devoured the world behind him, the shriveled 
ocean of hair creeping upon his feet. The man climbed up the curtain and wrapped 
his legs around the drapes, encasing it within his grip. The man spun wildly within 
the wind, his legs trapped within the curtain and face pressed into its fabric. The man 
remained in a tumultuous limbo for a time, the curtain's call bending with sonorous 
power, his body crippling under the weight of the winds. 
At once, the pain became too unbearable-his limbs began to curl in on 
themselves, his hair retreating from every corner of his body, the winds stripping 
away at his flesh and bone. When the man at last closed his eyes, the curtain began 
to wrap itself around his body, eventually consuming him within a great cocoon. 
When he awoke, the man was no longer a man, but a child. 
I lifted my hands and felt around the inside of the curtain's depths. I was 
surrounded by my own hair, the length of which extended beyond where words 
could describe. I felt for my face, the skin smoothed out, the tunnels of wind-tear and 
time gone missing. The pounding of the feet had silenced, the tearing of the winds 
gone, along with the curtain's looming call. 
The walls of the cocoon began to peel open, a bright light pouring in. Two hands 
struggled to force the drapery loose, familiar hands, a familiar face. I reached out to 
the crevice in the curtain and began to fit myself within the gap. The hands began to 
pull me, the oceans of hair spilling out from the cocoon and creating a pile on the 
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floor, upon which I eventually fell. When I looked up, I looked into the human face 
of my mother, her gentle hands reaching out for mine. I grabbed on and followed her 
down a familiar street, down a familiar sidewalk, down to the corner where a bus 
stop stood, bright and illuminated and inviting. Behind us: miles of hair, tracing my 
steps. 
My mother waited with me at the bus stop, her shoulder-length hair glistening 
in the sun, her skin aglow. Down the road, we began to hear the purr of an engine 
approaching. My mother looked down into my face and smiled, her eyes asking 
me to trust her-and so I did. My mother leaned down to kiss my forehead, then 
removed her hands from the flow of my hair. She turned to walk down the sidewalk 
path, back to where we began, all along the path of my trailing hair. I watched her 
disappear into the unknown as the sound of a school bus engine pulled up beside me. 
When I turned, I was faced with the side of a strange and beautiful machine, its 
body absent of windows, its front and backside flattened out. The school bus was 
not equipped with a door, but rather one large window that stretched across its 
entire backside. I found myself less mystified by its color and form, but rather by its 
engine roar, a sound not like machine or mechanism, but as the articulation of life. 
I rounded to the back of the school bus and lifted myself onto its body, the engine 
song beginning to carry itself throughout every fiber of my being-I was reborn. 
Behind me, the wind does carry my infinite hair. I ride this bus every day and all 
day long. On passing corners I often find my mother waving to me, her smile aglow, 
her hands in the air. One waving back, the other reaching out in starfish formation, 
her fingers brushing along an ocean wave of hair. 
Before me, a window does not show what it holds. I ride this bus every day and 
all day long, and on lengthy roads, I rap my fingers against the shadowed glass, a 
resounding bell emanating in response from within. Now, I press my face and hands 
up against the glass, the engine song pouring through me as I call out to mysterious 
passengers: 
"What's it like within?" 
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Backstroke 
Audrey Tan 
MR. A. SAT BY THE EDGE OF THE POOL, DUNKING HIS CALVES IN. SNIFFING AT the 
commingling of chlorine and sunblock, he let the water gnaw at his skin as he 
jerked a heel underwater. A ripple flitted across the pool's face-cold and begging, 
cold and waiting. Mr. A. withdrew his legs and rested the soles of his feet on the 
concrete ground torched by the afternoon sun. He did this repeatedly, precise about 
the duration he fed his legs to the water, the time he allowed the sun to lap up the 
droplets on his skin, and when to start dipping in again. Complementary to Mr. A.'s 
routine was a spread of dark blue diamond tiles at the bed of the pool. The points on 
each diamond always met another at a right angle and they were so endless it was 
hard to determine where the sequence began. To Mr. A., that was the testament of a 
good pattern. 
On good days, Mr. A. would saunter upstairs to the apartment with a 
peach-colored towel draped across his shoulders and flapping against his back. He 
was a valiant King who had conquered the waters and the lady at home was his 
Princess. On other days, Mr. A. would wrap the towel round his waist in a sloppy 
sarong, rapping on the door with the roguery of a teenage prankster. When the lady 
at home opened the door, he would giggle so hard, saliva would spurt from the gaps 
between his teeth. On such days, she was his baby. On bad days, Mr. A. would not 
come home with the towel. It would either be rumpled in a heap on a deckchair or 
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sprawled dry on the ground like a cat napping. Mr. A. would still have his goggles 
strapped tightly across his eyes, his upper cheeks bruised by two red oval rims. When 
the lady at home let him in, he would yank the triangular Speedo to his ankles as 
hot yellow liquid puddled at the doormat. He would avoid looking down to see his 
penis, a shrunken, over-boiled sausage, pointing in shame at the aftermath of his 
misdeed. On such occasions, the lady at home was his maid. 
Regardless of the role she played, the lady always introduced herself as, "Janice, 
your daughter, Pa." While the swimming trunks floated in a red plastic basin with 
detergent frothing over, Janice would pad a sponge across his body. She did this 
with much deftness, as if accidentally agitating each brown spot on his skin would 
make him age faster. Then, she would tell him how he had spent five hours at the 
pool again, and make him chamomile tea. Mr. A. wasn't sure if the warm broth was 
a reward or consolation for his time spent at the pool, but hours no longer made 
sense. He lived in a solitary time zone governed by his heart, which was wound like 
a faulty clock. 
Today felt like it was going to be a cloak-day. Mr. A. watched his toes curling in 
and out sluggishly underwater, smug that he did not have to share the pool with 
any neighbors. It was the hottest month of the year. Although Mr. A. had watched 
his tropical island, Singapore, develop into a city-state. He felt that lately it had 
become too hot to sleep, and too cold to dream. He scoffed, thinking about the other 
residents of the condominium nestled in their plush air-conditioned units while he 
anticipated today's solo voyage. A mynah ambled over, perched atop the grills of the 
drain that framed the pool, pecking at the pool's surface. Mr. A. smacked his palm 
down onto the water and the bird sprung off. He smiled and snapped on his goggles. 
Now he could begin. 
The water reached up to Mr. A.'s chest just before the slant of his collarbones. 
He lifted his feet off the tiles and started pedaling as tiny bubbles bloomed at the 
tips of his toes. Mr. A. could hear his heart ticking to a consistent rhythm so he kept 
going, his arms alternating without prompt, up and down, in and out of the water. 
He didn't have to think very hard, just in this order: water, bones, air. 
The first time Mr. A. reached the end of the pool, he counted, "one." The next 
time he touched the wall at the other end, he was at "fifteen." On his third lap, he 
recited to himself, "sixteen," and was satisfied. But when Mr. A. glided towards the 
pool steps, smoke billowed from the gym a few meters from where he was, swelling 
in bulbous clouds as it advanced toward him. The hands of his ticking heart began 
to speed back and forth, knocking into each other, reckless and confused. His house 
was burning down. 
"Janice?" he called. It was the only word his brain could offer his throat. But he 
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did not hear her voice that always reminded him of brown sugar cubes melting in his 
teacup. All Mr. A. got in response was the traffic across the condominium caught in 
a heated argument of yelling honks and growling engines. 
"Janice!" he called again, trying to interrupt traffic's conversation, but he was 
not heard. 
Mr. A. pushed himself from the rung of steps and stood at the edge of the pool, 
dripping. The smoke was rolling over and he knew that it would eventually catch up 
with him. He could faintly taste a blend of chemical gases at the back of his throat 
but it did not have the arid flavor of fire. Smoke must smell differently now, he 
reasoned, reaffirming his fears. Mr. A. let out a wail so loud he felt his lungs throb. 
A figure in a white suit emerged from the cloud of smoke. Mr. A. started to 
wheeze laboriously. 
Afterlife! 
This was it? 
He was only 67. 
84. 
52. 
31. 
"God?" Mr. A. tried to mask his indignation and sound as reverent as he could. 
The man in the white suit put a hand on Mr. A.'s shoulder. 
"Sir," the man greeted Mr. A. in a deep scratchy voice. 
He had goggles on too, but not the round black ones Mr. A. was wearing. The 
man's pair was a transparent rectangular block that arched up round his nose, with 
white straps. 
"Sir, please calm down," the man's voice rose uncertainly. 
Mr. A. tried to steady his breathing, recalling Janice's voice and chamomile 
tea, but forgot their sensations. His heart was winding to a halt and all his organs 
became misplaced. His brain was in his stomach churning sour and his eyes tumbled 
down to his throat, a damp, sticky darkness. 
When Mr. A. opened his eyes, his vision was doused with the afternoon sunlight 
as he lay flat on a deck chair. The man sat at the edge of the poolside table beside 
him, with one leg crossed over the other. Mr. A. propped himself up, ducking his 
head slightly to avoid the sun's glare and squinted at the man. Mr. A. wanted to 
speak, but realized that his mouth was still stuck at his feet. 
"Sir, you fainted," the man scratched his head and exhaled heavily. 
"Fire," Mr. A. spat like a child. 
Mr. A. surveyed the stranger. The man's brows were now furrowed tightly as his 
goggles looped round his neck. The smoke had cleared too. 
"Sir, there is no fire." 
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"What did you do to my house?" 
"We are fumigating the condo, sir." 
Mr. A. stared blankly at the man. 
"Yes! You burnt my house down! I know you government people want to take 
away my house so you can build new buildings so tall they hurt the clouds in our 
sky." Mr. A. felt the bitterness on his own tongue fouling the smell of his breath. 
"That's a vivid metaphor, but sir, look, your block is right there." 
Mr. A. followed the direction of the man's finger and towering above the pool 
was a cluster of apartment blocks in a semicircle formation. Painted in one shade 
of cream, the quintuplet buildings returned Mr. A.'s gaze with a singular, omniscient 
express10n. 
Mr. A. turned over his left arm and read the black ink on it: "Block II, #4-04, 
HOME." He rubbed his right thumb across his skin but the words did not smudge. 
His skin creased then jiggled loosely from his arm. Mr. A. studied the apartments 
again. He closed his eyes, mumbling along to Janice's phantom voice: block two-
second building from the left. Take the elevator up to the fourth floor and when the 
doors open, turn right. Or was it left? Mr. A.'s heart started ticking again, but now 
the hands were trudging back and forth uncertainly. Janice once told him it was 
safer to trust everyone else but himself. A warm scarlet dyed his cheeks but he looked 
squarely at his company. 
"Do you swim?" Mr. A. asked the man. 
The man raised a skeptical brow but answered anyway. 
"Used to, but I don't have time now." 
Mr. A. considered the man's words. He looked almost pitifully at the man, while 
feeling triumphant with himself for having tamed time, locking it within the walls of 
his own heart. Time was no longer impetuously running ahead for him to keep up 
with. 
"Swim the backstroke," Mr. A. offered an earnest solution to his companion's 
predicament. 
"Try it. Your body is moving backwards, but you are going forward. That way, 
you-the present, are knotting the past and future together as you propel ahead. 
Then, you'll stop thinking of time as unidirectional and you'll stop having to race 
against it. One day, you'll find that instead of having lost time, you have harnessed 
it and kept it in here," Mr. A prodded his own chest with his index finger. The man 
gaped at Mr. A., contemplating an appropriate response. 
But Mr. A. was already cloaking himself with the towel, strutting towards Block 
II, declaring, "The King's heart is the valve storing all time! Through the waters I've 
conquered!" 
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Spaceship 
Audrey Tan 
NIGHTLY, HE WOULD SIT AT HIS POST UNDER THE MOON'S WATCHFUL EYE, WONDERING 
about space. While he never had the audacity to contemplate the space between his 
feet on the ground and the yellow beam suspended in the sky, he often thought: was 
it possible to transcend the space between the square window of his guardhouse and 
the rolled-up tinted glass of guests' cars? He often toyed with the idea of trespassing 
the space between his firmly raised palm and the guests' polite, waving hands when 
their cars took a breather at his post before turning left to dock at the open-air car 
park. 
During the first quarter of the night, he tried to snatch the spaces between the feet 
of passing joggers and his own, dangling from the high stool. Always, these spaces 
grew too long to tame. He, however, enjoyed feeling their speed without hurry-
which was why he never chose to work the morning shift. His post overlooked a field 
across the road and he viewed it like a silent film every night. 
Since a year ago, a troop of workers had come to claim the field, spawning 
a hotel. Wielding tractors and cranes, they annihilated the congregation of 
knee-high grass which came to exalt the moon every night. He used to fantasize 
about trampling on the half-dug soil and raw cement, meshing them into a useless 
slab of mush, so that the workers would return the field to the moon. But he flung 
those heroic plans out of the square window when he heard the soft, warning purr 
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of the cement mixer deep in the night. 
Before this, a young couple would visit the field at least three times a week. 
He could only see their backs and shadows patterning the concrete then slipping 
through the grass. The girl would pedal spiritedly on a red bicycle and leave it flat 
and unchained by the roadside when she reached the field. He could somehow relate 
to the bicycle's wheels. They were always upturned facing the sky, spinning then 
gradually coming to a halt after they had come to terms with their abandonment. 
The boy would drive a small white car. It was most likely his father's. 
From where he was, he could see the gap between their lips as the pair talked, 
and wondered how many assortments of words could cause the girl to laugh in 
the same manner each time, as the boy would pull her under his armpit while they 
trudged into the heart of the field. They were always far off, but the slits in the grass 
had divulged scenes of the duo's lovemaking. Occasionally, he would see the boy's 
head emerging from the grass, then back down and up again. Or he would catch a 
bare leg or shoulder rising, their skins paler under the stern glare of the moonlight. 
The couple had stopped coming to the field a few months after some men in ties 
cut a red ribbon across the mouth of the field, officially and auspiciously marking it 
as a site for construction. 
Perhaps the couple had migrated to a new nest. 
Some nights, when his colleague, Rohan, had gone home and he was left alone, 
he thought hard about these spaces, wishing he could quantify and stuff them in 
labeled jars at home. 
Him and the country club's guests, "Space that separates touch." 
Him and passing joggers, "Space that is distance." 
The half-built hotel on the field, "Space that replaces space." 
The young couple, "Space that closes in." 
It was the first time he was at his post before the sun had retired for the day. He had 
to cover the last quarter of the earlier shift, as Rohan's son was flying back from 
Australia that evening, returning with not just a university degree, but a wife and 
kid in tow. 
Lately, he had grown to notice a particular female guest. There was nothing 
spectacular about her from afar and the nights had dimmed her features, but he 
could make out her boy-cut hairdo and pastel skirts that reached the middle of her 
calves, glowing softly under the orange street lamp in front of the building. 
He had never ·seen her entering or fully leaving the country club-she would 
only pop out to walk her companions to their cars or to hail a cab for them before 
reentering the building. She had no more than three guests each time, and like her, 
they looked important without dressing formally. They all wore lime green lanyards 
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that looked like chains of glowworms round their necks. She would only stay for one 
night, probably leaving the next morning at a time that had exceeded his shift. He 
would see her a few months later in the same routine. 
With the exception of her, the guest demographic of the country club was rather 
predictable. Most common were the Caucasian men, rotund and slightly grey with 
the complete family package: a long-haired Chinese wife at their sides with a sleeping 
toddler draped across her shoulder. At the beep of their remote control car locks, 
their elder child would take the cue to wriggle free from the maid's grip, sprinting 
across the car park while rolling an oval float on its curved surface, the smell of 
chlorine spreading over the asphalt. 
Although the woman's activities at the country club seemed unorthodox, it was 
not the reason why she became a subject of interest. The first time he saw her, he 
found himself transfixed by the way she walked. It was something between a waltz 
and a sprightly amble. Subsequently, when she passed his post, he became convinced 
that music should be composed for her kind of movement and not the other way 
around. 
Today however, she was alone. And it was still bright. 
He watched her emerge from the building and make a beeline towards the 
guardhouse. As she approached, he straightened his back and pressed his palm 
across his torso, smoothing out his uniform. 
"Good evening," she smiled, and he felt all the air within him congeal in the 
center of his chest. 
"Hi, Ma'am," he stood up, trying to maintain eye contact for a moment, but his 
gaze fled to the walkie-talkie he was fiddling with, then up to meet hers again. 
She was still smiling as she drew out her hand and extended it through the 
window. Up close, he made her out to be in her mid-forties, recognizing the soft pad 
of grey creases beneath her eyes that he, too, saw in the mirror daily. She made no 
effort to conceal this, but he noticed a faded plum lip color that was perhaps applied 
much earlier in the day. 
"I'm on 607," she introduced herself. He wasn't sure if it was an invitation or 
mere information. 
"I stay here whenever I have meetings or when I need to observe and write," she 
mumbled to her bag as she dug a hand in, producing a glossy white card with the 
word "Member" emblazoned across it in cursive script. He wanted to tell her that 
she didn't have to prove anything to him. 
"May I help you?" he asked Member 607, and was secretly impressed the words 
found their way to his brain. She had released her hand from their brief handshake, 
and now her palms were clutching the bottom of the windowsill. She peered in. 
"I'm a professor," she offered more information. 
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She continued to talk, and he caught words like: thesis class-differentials 
occupation recreation ethnography-he could identify them as semi-big words, and 
they sounded so elegant striding out of her mouth, he wanted to ask for an encore. 
"May I come in?" The professor interrupted herself. He knew it wasn't really a 
question when she stuck a foot in through the sliding door that was ajar. 
"Actually Ma'am .... " He eyed the camera surveying from the ceiling, but she had 
already put her other foot in. As she entered, her gaze frisked across the switchboard, 
to the computer, to the multiple screens reflecting camera footage of different parts 
of the grounds. 
"Coffee," she inhaled, then pulled her breath into a grin, nodding toward the 
stale brown liquid in the Styrofoam cup on the desk. He realized he could not feel 
any space between himself and her as she spoke. 
"From Street 52-the best," his lips shyly turned upwards, a weak match to her 
countenance. 
"You want to sit?" he rolled the high stool toward her but she waved it away 
and began to talk. 
Work environment observation, discuss over coffee, next Tuesday, he managed 
to fish out key phrases while the remainder of her speech was left to drown in a well 
of desire pooling inside him. 
"OK," he wasn't sure what he agreed to, but two letters were all he could string 
together when all the spaces around him started receding. 
When she was halfway through the door, the professor turned back to the 
guardhouse, gesturing to the multicolored buttons and tiny red lights on the 
switchboard, gleaming extra brightly for being recognized. 
"This reminds me of a spaceship," she said. 
He wanted to tell her how right she was. But as he watched her vanishing into 
the building, all the spaces around him reincarnated, joining to form the farthest 
space which he could never measure-like forever can never outlive eternity-which 
is the space between the squeak of his high stool, and the sound of her black heels 
going tok tok across the marble floor. 
"Spaceship" was published in the anthology this is how you walk on the moon: an 
anthology of anti-realist -fiction, edited by Patricia Karunungan, Samuel Caleb Wee, 
and Wong Wen Pu (Ethos Books, Singapore 2016.) 
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Celebrity Is 
Giovanni Perry 
TAP. TAP. TAP. 
The room is silent. A bitter, echoing silence that hardly feels authentic. It reminds 
you of a carefully formed bubble, the silence maintained only as long as the bubble 
remains intact. Should it burst, you know instinctively that the noise will overtake 
everything and there will never again be escape. The blast, like so many bombs, 
would swell into a violent cacophony; then, note by note, it will penetrate your skin, 
seep into your very being and leave you to suffer with the screaming of the world. 
Tap. Tap. Tap. 
Outside of the bubble, muffled by its walls as well as the walls of the five-star 
hotel where you currently reside, is the sound of your name being tossed in the sky in 
varying harmonies. But something is different. You notice it in the pitch, something 
you never took the time to pay attention to before. A vibration. There is a need, 
a desperation there that you know. Yes, you have spent most of your life being 
bombarded with it, being swallowed while waves of it tumbled over you, running 
from it as you moved in between the snug bodies of your security from one door 
to the next. But never before have you listened to it. Too lost in your own personal 
abyss to hear them ... until now. 
Tap. Tap. Tap. 
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The ride is slow, languid, lacking in all things sans monotony. You stare out of the 
window for most of it, the tinted glass acting as a two-way mirror permitting your 
perusal of the night's activities while sheltering you from likewise curious eyes. As the 
car rolls past a man leaning against the black bars of a closed-for-the-night jewelry 
shop, the smoke leaking from the red tip of his cigarette and shaping itself into the 
silver tail of some mystic beast, you chuckle quietly because suddenly this reminds 
you of a quote you once heard from you-can't-remember-who. And if you gaze long 
enough into any abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you. You aren't exactly sure 
why, but seeing that man so casual in his stance, so sure of his process, so used to the 
tedium of the hum-drum world-that man represents your abyss. 
So does the woman padding down the sidewalk, her arms coveting two bags 
of groceries, her figure popping intermittently against the orangey glow of the 
streetlamps. She represents the abyss. The couple laughing arm-in-arm, dressed to 
the nines on their way back from some critically-acclaimed showing at the theater, 
their smiles like watermelons jammed in their jaws so that the joy is almost painful-
they too are the abyss. The abyss to them would be darkness, empty, cold, and dank. 
The abyss to you is that thing you don't understand. That thing in their casual way 
of moving, lacking the self-conscious falter in their step that you have when strolling 
down red carpets and crowded lobbies. It's the way they stand so easily in the 
moonlight with no place to go and nothing to be. It's all very strange and abyss-like 
to you. 
And if you gaze long enough into any abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you. 
You figure you should be safe given the tinted glass, but you put your shades on 
just in case. You lean your head back against the headrest and try not to breathe too 
loudly for fear that the driver will hear and report it back to the anchorwoman on 
Channel 6. You'd hate to be known as that celebrity who breathes too loudly. 
Tap. Tap. Tap. 
Your forehead is cool against the lightly tinted bay window, and you wonder 
if the chill stems from the glass, or the .perspiration that has broken out just below 
your hairline and is now trickling, steadily, down your temple. You pause, pulling 
your head away. You stare at the glass, no longer seeing the crowd below, the specks 
of white that have become a single entity to your now tired eyes. What catches your 
gaze instead is your reflection, faint and without hard edges, looking back at you. 
It's wearing a white bathrobe. One of those really expensive ones that clings to 
the lines of your arms when you stretch. For a moment, you'd nearly forgotten your 
intentions. You remember now and, moving with some small hesitation that you 
don't acknowledge, you cross the wide girth of your unnecessary penthouse suite. 
Why they book these things for you, you don't understand. You are only one person, 
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after all, and are known to take up very little space, almost as if in apology for your 
bigger-than-life existence. 
Even so, your manager continues to book them. And when you whine, really 
stretch out your vowels and scrunch up your face, telling him you'd much rather 
have a smaller hotel room, possibly shared with some of the staff due to a chronic 
loneliness developed years into the industry, he only sighs. As if to say, Why do I even 
bother? and books the suite anyway. "You gotta look like a winner to be a winner," is 
one of his many aphorisms. You haven't the heart to tell him that you've never seen 
this game as one worth winning anyway. 
Pausing at the wet bar, you notice a headline flashing brazenly across the 
television screen, slicing the pretty anchorwoman's face into two and detailing your 
success at tonight's award ceremony. They split the screen in half, shoving her to the 
side to make room for a clip of you exiting the building, security trailing behind with 
your awards, sparkling ostentatiously, jammed against their chins. This bothers you 
and you feel a miserable desire to call the woman. Call her up and apologize. You 
want to tell her that she is important too, and she shouldn't have to be pushed aside 
for you; no self-respecting career woman should be forced to share her screen, her 
space, with you just because. 
You reach instinctively for the phone on the bar ... but realize that the rest of the 
world would find this train of thought ridiculous. Even the beautiful anchorwoman, 
whom you mean to champion, would stare blank-faced at your intentions. So, 
instead, your fingers curve mid-reach and settle over a bottle of amber liquid in a 
crystal carafe. You pour yourself a glass and turn your back on the television. You 
would turn it off, but what would be the point? 
At the ceremony, the whole world stops spinning on its axis, tilts a little on its side 
until it spots you, then resumes its orbit with you at its center. You smile and nod and 
try to act grateful. You ignore the recently successful artist whose scowl penetrates 
your expensive wardrobe and the diamond-studded buttons of your shirt. You try 
not to look apologetic when her fan turns to you with significantly more interest. 
You sign the autograph and retreat into the crowd, hoping to blend in with the other 
whitening-strip smiles and practiced expressions. It doesn't work and they spot you 
immediately. The world notices you trying to get away and scoots over a bit in order 
to keep you at its core. 
You sweep the awards without even trying. You give a rehearsed speech with 
proper thank yous the first two times. The third time around, you thank your fans, 
God, and your mother, in that order. The fourth time you thank your fans and God. 
The fifth time you thank your fans. The sixth time around, you mumble something, 
take your award, and hope to become part of the velvet fabric lacing your chair. This 
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doesn't happen. Your trophies stand out, winking with all the cheek of a conceited 
spinster. 
This isn't easily forgotten and no one speaks to you at the after-party. You take 
a swift drink of champagne, dodge the heroin, and hope no one notices the adoring 
screams announcing your departure from the building and into the isolated comfort 
of your ride. 
You've only taken a sip when your manager, Bernie, comes barging in. He is a head 
of slick dark hair protruding from the neck of a posh gray suit. He talks with a 
British accent and you think about how when you first met, you were sure it was a 
put-on. Something to elevate him over everyone else in the room. But over time, you 
stopped looking for American nuances. Stopped leaning in closer every time he said 
saw-r to see if he pronounced it saw. Anything that might give him away. 
You don't do that anymore, but it doesn't mean you're convinced. Mostly you 
figure he really took his time watching those Harry Potter movies and didn't skim on 
any of the longer ones. 
"Right fine night you've had yourself, my friend," he grins, coming over to the 
bar and taking the drink from your hand. He polishes it off in one swallow and 
reaches for the carafe. "Right fine night," he says again. 
"Thanks," you mumble, although you're sure he doesn't hear you. The only part 
most are required to play in conversation with Bernie is that of an active listener. 
"What a bloody brilliant show you put on down there, you! A bloody show-
stopper, that's what you are." He smacks you on the back before wandering over 
to the couch and plopping down. He turns up the volume just as the new anchor, a 
middle-aged man, says that he believes tonight further proves that the "industry has 
become more and more accepting of mediocrity." At this, Bernie grunts and clicks off 
the set, muttering, "Bloody wanker, that one." 
This is another reason you assume he's faking it. His vocabulary is entirely too 
British. You've taken to calling him Dumbledore whenever he goes on tangents. He 
always ignores you and has yet to acknowledge the nickname in the seven years since 
he replaced your last manager. 
"Well, alright, then," he says, getting to his feet again. "I can take a hint. You 
want some alone time, am I right? Well alright, no bother. I'll be out of your hair in 
just a second, just got a few documents need your penmanship and I'll hop along. 
One second .... " 
He hands you the glass and digs into his briefcase, a leather number that's always 
strung about his person no matter the occasion or time of day. You can't recall ever 
really seeing him without it. In fact, you once stumbled into his hotel room late one 
night and found him lounging in a bathrobe watching the game with that damn 
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briefcase still knocking at his hip. You wonder if he's a carrier for some renowned 
cartel, and if his life savings is in there in the form of kilos of cocaine. You wonder a 
lot about Bernie. He never talks about himself, but you feel like an open book in his 
presence. 
But you like him anyway. In fact, you don't know what you'd do without him. 
The first time you saw Bernie, you knew you could trust him. Unlike all of the suits 
and handlers that had come before, parading in and out of your life so fast your very 
existence felt like a swinging door, Bernie has the face of a man who stuck things 
out. While the high forehead and cosmetically straightened smile belay his love of a 
good time, the sharp gray eyes and thin-lipped mouth say the good time will come 
only after a victory, of which he means to accumulate many. 
Your very first conversation went something along the lines of: 
"Sit down, kid, let me explain something to you." 
"Yes?" 
"I don't care about you and you're lucky to have me." 
"Why would that make me lucky?" 
"Because anyone else would have lied to your face. I'm telling you right up front. 
This is my job and I'm smashing at it. Me caring about you isn't a requirement. Are 
we clear?" 
"I think we are." 
"Wonderful. Now get out of my office. Thanks to you I've got a nice shit-storm 
brewing and I've to get out in front of it. So if you don't mind .... " 
You left promptly. After all, he was right; two days earlier you'd made a spectacle 
of yourself by vomiting on a children's special and mumbling something about a 
hangover. You'd felt terrible about the whole thing, you really had, so when your 
then-manager kept ranting and raving about what an incompetent shit you'd become, 
you'd had no choice but to fire him. No one likes to be called an "incompetent shit." 
Sure enough, Bernie cleared the matter up in twenty-four hours. By the same 
time next week, you were America's sweetheart again, and mothers were knocking 
over old ladies to get a picture with your lips pressed to their child's head. He was a 
miracle worker, Bernie. 
He'd become something of a father figure to you. Almost like a real parent. 
During an awkward visit to the family manor-the one you bought on your thirteenth 
birthday-you try to be polite. You listen to your father talk about things that only 
rich people talk about-things that up until your ninth birthday, he knew nothing 
about. You hand over gifts and kisses and try not to remember the broken lampposts 
and shattered glass. You try to forget when you hug your father that he'd accused 
you of thinking you were better than him, and he solidified it with a punch to your 
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jaw~ You try to forget when you drape the new mink shawl over your mother's 
narrow shoulders that she'd sat there primly with her hands folded tight in her lap, 
her lips narrowed to keep words of defense from accidentally trickling out. 
You wave and grin and promise to visit in a month, all the while planning a trip 
somewhere in Europe for the next half year. You think about the abyss and imagine 
that the people who hug their fathers and kiss their mothers with genuine affection 
represent as much. You put your sunshades back on and hope it's not looking. 
Yes, you'll miss Bernie most of all. 
"Sign here ... here ... oh, and just here, would you? Wonderful! Bloody fucking 
fantastic. We're going to make you richer than Allah himself. Now don't take too 
long up here, moping about the way you do. Tonight is no night for solemnity, my 
friend; tonight is a night of celebration! You've got one hour, then I expect you 
dressed and in the lobby. We're going to rock this bloody town to its core, you and 
me! I'll see you down there. Oh, what a night-" 
His monologue is cut short by the resounding slam of the door behind him. You 
don't move for a second. One hour? Is that all the time you have? Surely, it would 
take longer than that. You set the empty glass down on the bar and head immediately 
to the bathroom. 
It's large and the fixtures are very fine, but you hardly notice them anymore. 
There was once a time when the breath would leave you all at once and the sheer 
impossibility of your situation would stun you into silence or move you to laughter. 
You recall, vaguely, distractedly, your first time in a luxury suite. You'd spent hours 
walking along the walls placing one heel exactly in front of the other in order to 
measure how many steps it would take to come full circle. You used to remember 
exactly, now you can't be sure what hotel it was, or how many feet it took, or what 
kind of socks you had on. Now it's simply a memory that blurs into a sea of many 
other memories, all the same violent shade of blue, none any more or less significant 
than the one that preceded it. 
When you step into the bathroom this time, you go straight for the tub, twisting 
the knobs so that water gushes forth like blood from a nicked artery, filling the 
tub at an unearthly rate. You pull back the mirror, careful not to look at your face 
because you haven't had time to wipe away the powder they thrust on you before 
the ceremony and you know that by now it's runny. You probably look terrible, but 
you're certain you would look worse without it. 
You find, as expected, that all of your toiletries have been unpacked for you. 
The shelves are lined with all of your necessities, from toothpaste to toothbrushes to 
hand lotion to skin cream to teeth whitener ... to a single shelf dedicated solely to 
the army of orange vials you have accumulated over the years, some of the black ink 
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worn to the point of illegibility. Little gifts to keep you riding the high they put you 
on .... 
You are loved. 
You are needed. 
You are important. 
You are lying. You are, in fact, none of these things, and you are aware that these 
sentiments are merely part of the game, captured by the forces stringing you along 
and harnessed to keep you in your place, to keep you from thinking of escape. The 
truth is, beyond the vultures hovering around your stage in their ravenous desire 
to be the first to nitpick at your rotting corpse, there is a much more dangerous 
opponent. Dangerous only because in the midst of their dishonest sincerity, you are 
vulnerable, stripped of your mechanisms, thrown to the wolves, so to speak-those 
wolves taking shape in the pupils of ardent eyes and in the cracks of indulgent smiles. 
Sincere only because they mean it. Dishonest because they don't actually know what 
it is they're subscribing to. 
On the one hand, you enjoy it. This strange, yet wondrous, concept that strangers 
adore you-that you are wanted-fills you up like a cup to be drained the moment 
you forget to look both ways. You remember the first time you felt it, that warmth in 
your chest extending far into the depths of you, brushing along the edges of your ego 
and turning up the volume of your senses. Their screams seemed exceedingly loud, 
their tears extra dewy, their hands seemed to writhe in your grip. It was like a dream. 
A beautiful dream wherein every neglected wail, every ignored gesture, every glance 
of disinterest was swallowed up in the overwhelming theatrics of the people before 
you, your name a mantra on their slightly cracked lips. 
There is nothing quite like it. No amount of humble sincerity can spare you the 
mild inflation of an infected ego. You are king and queen, and you are just a little bit 
better than the rest. A little more than most. A touch out of this realm. And therein 
lies your problem. 
You are none of these things. You are simply a person who trips on their way 
out of bed in the morning and who always forgets to turn the lights off when you 
leave a room. You are no queen-though you've met some. You are no king-though 
you've once joked with one. And you certainly are no more than you were yesterday, 
or the day before, or the morning and nighttime prior. But how do you explain that 
to those ardent eyes and indulgent smiles? How do you relate to them once they put 
you so high that you can no longer reach them to clarify? Before you know it, the 
truth becomes a secret that you hoard close to your chest the way an elderly woman 
hoards her memories. They cannot know these things or you will lose them. And if 
you lose them, what do you have left? 
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Just the vultures hovering around your stage in their ravenous desire to be the 
first to nitpick at your rotting corpse. 
Like a tourist with his trinkets, these bottles have come to mean something to you 
beyond their standard function. Each one represents a time in your life when failure 
seemed inevitable. When mountains needed climbing and your legs were withered 
and frail. When people needed saving, but your cape had gotten hooked on a nail 
backstage and was torn from your shoulders, leaving you vulnerable. Then, like a 
friend extending a hand in the dark, these bottles would suddenly appear from thin 
air from your handlers, little encouragements to get you onto the next interview. 
And there you'd be, in your foggy haze with your new friends, spewing words 
whose meanings were lost on you, shaking hands with giggling blurs, laughing 
at jokes that came at you muffled, fighting through what felt like water in your 
ears. You learned to stop resenting them, these bottles, and start embracing them, 
accepting them as your only true caregivers, seeing them as little ornaments, traffic 
cones to separate the highways of your life for you. 
You pick one, you don't care which, and you drop your robe. It's all in one fluid 
motion and you're in the tub, the hot water lapping at your chin, before you know 
how it happened. You sit there, quiet, waiting, listening. 
You used to be really adorable, you know? In that dimpled-cheek-bubblegum-smile 
way that all parents hope their children will attain. Had you not been dragged to 
a commercial set by your never-made-it mother, she probably would have entered 
you in a dog show. Put a collar around your neck and dragged you to the judges, 
shouting, "Hey, look here! Look here! I know it's not proper protocol, but someone 
has to see this face!" You would've gone too, because you wanted so desperately to 
make her love you. A mild glance of approval and you would've grinned all night. 
But, as you know, there comes a time when that dimple can no longer pop against 
pudgy cheeks and bubblegum smiles are no longer appropriate to wear out to dinner. 
At some point, your squat frame began to stretch and the fatty bits of your arms fell 
off somewhere two blocks back and you hadn't noticed in time to gather them. The 
skin around your chin started to note how oily it was and proceeded to break out 
into little red bumps that, had you still been in school, would've acquired for you the 
new name, "Pizza Face." 
Sometime during this wretched era post-dimples-and-bubblegum, you sit at a 
table in the corner, squished between manager and bodyguards, the edited version of 
your face clean and stacked before you in a pile to sign and hand away. You've long 
since given up wondering why strangers would want your face to stare at them in 
their homes, following them from room to room like some cordially invited stalker. 
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Around the middle of the stack, a girl wanders up in a blue dress and red shoes. 
Before you can comment on how cool her shoes are, she says, "Ew. What happened?" 
You are taken aback. You ask, "What happened to what?" 
"Your face. What happened to it?" 
You don't know what to say. You look at your manager and he doesn't seem to 
register the situation beyond his own curiosity for your answer. You turn back to the 
girl and say, "Grew up, I guess." 
She shakes her head as if you've answered incorrectly, and you have an urge to 
ask if you can take it back and try again. She takes your photo anyway and hands it 
to you to sign. "You're not as attractive in person as you are on TV Just thought you 
should know." 
You know you should be angry, but all you really want to do is apologize for 
your faults. I'm sorry, you want to scream, so sorry! I'll try harder, I promise! I'll fix 
this! But instead you take the cap off of the black Sharpie and sign the edited photo 
of your face with a jaunty, You're the best! Much love, __ ___, and hand it back. 
She tucks it into the folds of her dress and you reach out to shake her hand. "It's just 
a phase," you promise smilingly. "Just a phase, I swear." 
She nods as if consoled by this and gallops out of line. For the rest of the signing, 
you make sure to clasp each person's hand in your own afterwards and tell them, 
"It's just a phase. I promise you, it's just a phase." 
Most of them give you confused stares. 
Nothing happens. 
You move your hands back and forth in the water, creating swirls with your 
finger. 
Still nothing. 
You sigh and blow air at the ceiling, your face skyward as if expecting directions 
to fall from the marble tiles. 
Nothing falls. 
This can't be it. There has to be more to it. You lift the orange vial from the 
water, the one you haven't opened, and stare at it. Shouldn't there be a sign? Wasn't 
there supposed to be some grand happening once you decided to go through with it? 
Some weighty knowledge about the world that would descend on you, blessing you 
with a sudden enlightenment before you departed? Why else would anyone do it? 
What else could pop the lid for you, motivate your hand to cup those tiny friends of 
yours and press them to your lips? 
You wait a bit longer. 
It isn't long before your bathwater grows cold and you begin to shiver. Still you 
don't move, even as your fingers prune beneath the liquid surface. You aren't sure 
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what to do next, aren't sure whether getting out means admitting defeat or if staying 
put means the endless torture of waiting. You're saved, so to speak, by the hard 
knocking at your bathroom door. 
You don't need a clock to know that your hour is up. For a second, you panic. 
You don't want to be found just yet. Don't want to be ogled, to be questioned. You 
have always hated interviews. 
Interview. 
Inter. View. 
Enter. View. 
To enter into one's brain and view their secrets. To enter into one's closet and 
view their skeletons. To enter into one's soul and view their frailties. Interview. To 
invade. To be forced upon by intruders. To be overrun by prying inquisition and 
conquered by your own startled responses. Interviewed. 
Your fingers tremble as you step into the studios of some prevalent network, the 
backdoor jostled back by the indelicate hands of your security detail. You're greeted 
immediately by the director and executive producer of the program, handshakes, 
smiles, and cordial one-liners bouncing between the three of you like a volleyball in 
infinite flux. Eventually, though, once you've clearly exhausted your mental inventory 
of small talk topics given to you by your latest PR agent, the director guides you 
through several doors, his hand at the small of your back, his mouth running a mile 
a minute spewing words of instruction that do not make it past the barrier of your 
ears, though you nod and smile as if they do. Seeing your nod and grin, the charm 
oozing from the corners of your lips the way a mystical fountain oozes youth, the 
director knows instantly that you haven't heard a word he's said. 
Nonetheless, he smiles back, pats your shoulder and escorts you through the 
last set of doors that lead directly to the studio most eager to get their claws-
scratch that-fingers into you. Interviews are grounds for those trained in retrieving 
the smallest morsels of deceit from the deepest depths of the human brain and 
extracting them with stealth. Even your thoughts must be clean. So looking at the 
prim anchorwoman sitting in the chair across from your currently vacant one and 
envisioning her red nails as being painted in the remnants of your insides after she's 
yanked them from your chest is unacceptable. Thinking of her narrow nose as a 
snout is prohibited. Your thoughts must be clean. 
You remind yourself of this repeatedly as the executive producer guides you over 
by the crook of your arm, his grip possessive and demanding all at once. He walks 
you in front of the empty seat so that the backs of your knees brush the surface, 
places his hands on your shoulders, and plops you down in the same manner a 
bully shoves his victim on the playground. With a brief word to the anchorwoman, 
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he moves off with swift, important strides, leaving you to gaze blankly into the 
exaggeratedly earnest blue eyes of your companion for the night. 
She reaches out to you with an exquisitely pale hand, the blue veins showing 
through and dancing up her arms like so many rushing rivers. You take the proffered 
limb and try not to stare, but you're nervous and when you 're nervous your lips 
tend to part and allow for any barrage of words to pass through. You mention that 
you've recently received two roundtrip tickets to Harbour Island and that she could 
have them if she wanted. Surprised, she raises two thin brows and stutters briefly in 
response. Because you have not stuffed enough of your foot into your mouth already, 
you elegantly tack on that the sun might be good for her. 
Those thin brows dip down like planes nose-diving towards sure destruction. 
She's scowling at you now and you know somewhere in the pit of your gut that 
you've fucked up-blown it-screwed the pooch, so to speak. Rather than atone for 
your faux pas by complimenting what you've just insulted or apologizing on behalf 
of your tactless nature, your anxiety seems to skyrocket and you react by telling her 
that in some rare cultures, her pastiness is considered to be an indication of great 
beauty. However, this phrasing does not evoke the desired effect and her lip twitches 
into something not quite resembling a snarl. Troubled, you settle back into your seat 
and try not to look at her, all the while wondering what you said wrong and which 
word could have been dropped from the sentence to better serve your purpose. 
The silence that follows is not a real silence-mainly because there is chatter 
flying between the director and his underlings and equipment being hauled around on 
shoulders and occasionally dropped by interns-but it still feels oppressive. Mainly 
because at some point her eyes pause in roaming over the approved questions to 
fasten on you with malicious intent. 
You shift in your seat. The blinking red lights of the cameras surrounding you 
suddenly feel like sniper lasers aiming for your arteries. You stare into their lenses 
and push all thoughts away that encompass the word void. 
"Blimey, you giving yourself a hand in there?" Bernie's voice is loud and somewhat 
slurred. He's already begun his celebrating for the night. "What's the bloody hold 
up? It's colder than a witch's tit out there! I've been waiting for over twenty minutes? 
Are you coming? " 
You don't say anything. You don't mean to be rude, really, but you simply can't 
open your mouth. You don't seem to remember how. When there's no answer, Bernie 
opens the door and saunters in. You didn't lock it. You wanted to be found without 
any hassle. You hate to cause a hassle if you can help it. People generally have enough 
to deal with without any extra hassles. What kind of an ass would you be to cause 
one as your final act? 
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"There you are. Charming little bubble bath you've got going for yourself." His 
sarcasm is sharp, but it doesn't sting or anything. You're used to it. You know he 
doesn't mean it. Bernie's not malicious, just a smartass. "What are you doing? Up 
you go, then." 
When you don't move, he sighs. Steps a little closer. That's when he notices it, 
bobbing lightly in the water. You don't remember letting it go. But there it is. 
He bends down and picks it up. He rotates it in his palm, stubby fingers brushing 
the label. Finally, he looks at you. And you can tell that for the first time, probably 
ever, he sees you. And not just the exterior, the face you maintain, the costume you 
put on-but something else. You know you have layers-that you have many of 
them far beneath your surface-but you aren't sure what they look like. Aren't sure 
because, for years, anytime you peeled away the first one and got too much of a look 
at the dingy one beneath, you simply downed some of your friends and blurred it 
away until the skin regrew to hide it all. 
You want to ask Bernie what he sees. What do your other layers look like? 
Would he describe them to you? 
You open your mouth to ask, but nothing comes out. But somehow-maybe 
because in the seven years since he told you he didn't care about you, he's learned to 
a bit-Bernie knows what you mean to say. 
Grabbing a towel, he seizes your cold, upper arm and hauls you up like a child. 
This reminds you of your dad and the one time he picked you up all those years ago. 
He only held you for a second, long enough to sit you on a fence so you could see 
the fireworks. You had to be about five. 
"Here you are, taking a damn bubble bath like a bloody queen bee." He mutters 
this scornfully but you're not offended, mostly because he takes the time to dry you 
off as he says it. And when he finishes, he wraps the towel around your shoulders 
and leaves the bathroom. You put your robe back on and follow behind, your legs 
cold and stiff from the bath. 
You go to your closet, expecting that you're meant to put on your clothes 
and head down to celebrate with your staff, the press, and your handlers. You go 
through the mental steps of preparing for a night out: breathing exercises, counting 
backwards. Do you have your dark sunglasses? 
But when you step into the suite, it's to find Bernie popping open a beer and 
settling on the couch, remote in hand, a second beer on the seat next to him. You 
stare blankly, your arms dangling listless at your side, waiting to be told what to do. 
"Well, have a seat, would you? Bloody repeat game is on, innit? Not going to 
miss it just so we could cheer you on. I'm going to sit right here and you're just going 
to have to get over it. Not in the mood for your gallivanting all over town just cause 
you won some bloody trophies." 
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It's his way of saying you don't have to go out. Not tonight. Tonight you don't 
have to please anyone. Tonight you can stay in and, even more spectacular, not be 
alone. 
Aside from your "team," only two others have been cleared to remain in the museum 
with you: the manager with his gold-plated name tag reading Ludwig and a tour 
guide who gestures emphatically and weaves elaborate backstories through prune-
colored lips. On the second floor, she stops and turns to you, her palm moving to 
clutch your shoulder. One of your bodyguards shifts and you flick your wrist-the 
universal gesture for I don't think she'll try to kill me-and he backs off. You look at 
the woman, her untidy bun coming undone with each twitch of her heel, her knees 
a little knobby, her wrists like skinny branches. She opens her mouth, and you open 
your ears to hear something you've heard before, prepare your features to respond 
with the appropriate smile of gratitude. 
What she says is, "You've saved my life ... your work, what you do, it means 
everything to me and it has saved my life." 
You have heard this before but this time, something else comes over you . Some 
dire need to confess washes through your veins like a guilty man wandering suddenly 
into a church. Your answer is abrupt, reflexive, "I can't save lives. I'm only me." 
She looks surprised. You feel sick. You had not meant to say it, did not mean to 
let it slip through the spaces of your teeth. Your prized secret-the secret that must 
never be told-now sailing through her ears like sharp gust of wind. You want to 
run out of the room, to duck behind that pillar and beg her to pretend she had not 
seen you, had not noticed you in all your naked glory, briefly stripped of your pomp 
and ego. The silence is heavy and beckoning, calling for you to crawl into its narrow 
spaces and evaporate. 
You are preparing to when she smiles. Pats your hand. "This doesn't matter. You 
saved my life. Is all I wanted to say. Back to tour." 
You go back to the tour, but you don't understand. You stare at her untidy bun 
and knobby knees the rest of the time and wonder if she'll tell. Thinking of the noses 
pressed to the glass and the vultures hovering near your stage and the girl in the blue 
dress and red shoes, you press your arms to your torso as you walk and pray that she 
forgets you were here. 
It's ten minutes into a game that you don't care about when it hits you. The epiphany 
you were waiting for, that grand knowledge about the world and the people in it? 
This is it. You know now, in this instant, that people can surprise you. That the 
events of the day can surprise you. Everything isn't set in stone. Maybe you needed 
reminding that things can be altered if you alter them. 
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Anyway, it's too much to think about. At least for tonight. You slouch deep into 
the couch cushions, reach for the second beer, and don't even get annoyed when 
Bernie slaps your hand away and takes it for himself. For the rest of the night, Bernie 
penetrates your bubble, and the silence he brings is comforting. 
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The Six Stages of a Romantic Mindfuck 
Bethany Bendtsen 
Stage 1: Initial Attraction 
l ARRIVED AT MY VERY FIRST COLLEGE PARTY AT 9:4 5 ON A SATURDAY WITH A BOTTLE 
of screw-top red wine and the weight of a thousand expectations. Invited by this girl 
I kind of knew from one of my classes, who was a friend of a friend of whoever was 
hosting it, I walked into the cramped living room of the Pilsen apartment, took one 
look around and realized it was a party populated by close friends, all older, and I 
was a last minute addition. The walls were painted peach and the air was already 
hazy and sweet from all the weed being smoked. I didn't even see the girl who invited 
me, so I quietly took a seat on a corner of the worn Persian rug next to a girl with 
black hair and a bad lip piercing, because it seemed like the right thing to do. 
For half an hour, the party went on around me but not including me. Bowls were 
passed, stories were told, drinks were had. I gradually inched from the Persian rug by 
the record player to a barstool in the kitchen where I could more inconspicuously sit 
on my phone and calculate how much time I had to stay here, not talking to anyone, 
before I could excuse myself, take the train home alone, crawl into my bed, and text 
my best friend about how I didn't fit in here, before falling asleep to the sound of 
my roommate watching Gossip Girl on full volume even though it was three A.M. 
Not that anyone was going to notice if I slipped out now anyways, but I had put on 
a dress for this shit so I was reluctant to call it a night so soon. 
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By the time I finally did give in and decided to make a break for it, this dude 
with a handlebar mustache named Sal had started up on his third rant against the 
Wisconsin Dells and someone had taken the aux cord hostage and was blasting New 
Orleans marching jazz through the Sanos speaker. A quick pee, a French exit, then a 
fifteen-minute cab ride back to my dorm and I could crawl into bed blissfully alone. 
Slinking off my barstool and weaving through the obstacle course of sprawled bodies 
and half-empty bottles, I turned down the hallway where I assumed the bathroom 
had to be. 
I ran my hand along the wall as I went down the hall, passing an open doorway 
to my left and a framed Jim Morrison concert poster. At the end of the hall there 
was another open doorway, midnight blue walls peeking through a beaded curtain 
draped over the doorway, presumably another bedroom. By process of elimination, 
the only other door had to be the bathroom but it was firmly shut. I knocked once. 
No answer. I knocked again. No answer. 
"Anybody in there?" 
I thought I saw a light on under the door, but after the third unanswered knock 
I turned the scratched gold doorknob, confident that either the bathroom was 
unoccupied or that the occupant was passed out. Neither proved to be true. 
When I opened the door, two girls were snorting coke off the pink bathroom 
counter, their backs to me. The taller of the two girls had clearly just finished a line 
because she was twirling her septum ring around, cleaning off the remnants of white 
powder. The second girl was right in the middle of a line, curly, emerald green hair 
falling forward as she bent over the counter. One dark red fingernail was clamped 
over her left nostril as she inhaled the last half of the line into the other through a 
rolled-up twenty, producing a quiet sucking sound. She straightened up from the line 
like a swimmer emerging from water, fluid and focused, and her eyes met mine in the 
mirror. Then, she smiled widely, as if she had been waiting for my entrance. 
"Oh my god, sorry," I said, turning away from her reflection ninety degrees, 
half-ashamed for intruding on something I clearly was not meant to see and half-
scandalized because this hadn't seemed like a coke kind of party. I thought all college 
kids were too broke to actually afford coke. "I didn't mean to barge in. I knocked 
and no one answered so I thought-I'll come back." 
I started to go but a lilting voice with a slight East Coast accent stopped me. 
"Hey, honey baby. Don't go on our account. You need the toilet?" 
I lingered in the doorway, eyes flickering nervously from swimmer girl's beaming 
reflection to her friend, who leaned against the counter, looking amused. 
"Yeah," I answered, "Too much wine, I guess. I can wait though." 
Swimmer girl laughed, "You don't have to wait. Go right ahead. We don't mind." 
"Yeah," agreed her friend, who, I noticed now, had bushy brown eyebrows that 
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almost met in a unibrow, a look I thought was difficult to pull off but she did, "We 
were just freshening up." 
They both laughed at this, septum-ring girl's laugh pronounced and popping 
while swimmer girl laughed in one run-on trill, "Be our guest." 
I stepped over the threshold and shut the door behind me. I really did need to 
pee and I was never going to see these girls again, so fuck it. It wasn't like I had a lot 
of dignity left to lose. 
As I crossed to the toilet, swimmer girl started humming "Be Our Guest" from 
Beauty and the Beast at double speed. The toilet bowl was speckled with pubic hair 
and I squeamishly put the seat back down, shimmied my koala bear undies off from 
under my blue polyester dress and, checking to make sure that both of the girls were 
now too involved in an operatic rendition of "Be Our Guest" to notice me, lifted the 
hem and squatted, listening as a long, hot stream of piss tinkled against the inside 
of the bowl. 
The toilet was situated directly across from the sink, and everywhere else I tried 
to look some disgusting sight greeted me-a dirty handprint on a hanging bath 
towel, a bit of yellow puke crusted on the lip of the tub-so I let my eyes rest 
naturally on the mirror, where the green-haired girl swayed slightly to the classic 
Disney tune while applying Malibu Beach Barbie lipstick to her small mouth in bold, 
quick strokes. 
The shade of traffic-cone orange was absolutely at odds with her alien-green hair 
and her floor-length burgundy dress, which was covered at unpredictable intervals 
with giant daisies. Her skin was a milky white, the slit up one side of her dress 
revealed a similarly milky-white leg, surprisingly long considering she couldn't be 
much taller than me. I tried not to notice the way her boobs pressed forward into the 
low neckline of her dress, a freckle half-visible above the fabric of the deep-V. I didn't 
know how long I had been studing this girl's reflection before she spoke, probably 
only a few seconds, but I was definitely done peeing by the time she said, "You a 
friend of Connor's? I've never seen you before." 
"No," I said, avoiding her square-jawed smile and looking back at the bit of 
puke crusted on the tub, "I have a class with Dani, she invited me. It's actually my 
first college party." 
"Are you enjoying your first time?" asked the green-hair girl, the corners of her 
mouth twitching into a joking smirk. 
"I guess," I answered, wiping myself as discreetly as I could and flushing the 
toilet. 
"Don't worry, s~eetie. Nobody enjoys their first time," and this time I 
laughed with them a little. "I was watching you out there and you looked a 
little like you were at your grandma's funeral." 
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I could feel blood rising involuntarily into my cheeks, surprised that this girl had 
seen me when I thought all night I had been invisible, "I don't know if I really like 
parties as much as I like the idea of parties. But maybe I'm just not used to them yet." 
"I have one piece of advice for you, kid," said Green Hair, spinning around to 
face me as I shimmied my underwear back up and smoothed the hem of my dress, 
"If you ever do get used to parties, it's time to drop out. Trust me." 
"Yeah, she really would know," added Bushy Brows, "She's on her fourth school 
already." 
Green Hair flipped off her friend playfully, "I'm serious. It's always the same 
fucking people at these things, smoking weed and drinking Captain and Cokes so 
we forget how we're all drowning in student debt and pretty ambivalent about each 
other." 
"That's nice, Lena, scare the poor girl with one of your 'college is miserable' 
speeches." 
"Hey, I'm just sharing little bit of my knowledge with the next generation," 
Green Hair-whose name I guess was Lena-answered, winking at me in the mirror. 
"Besides, she's cool. She gets it. In fact, I was just thinking we should invite her to go 
to Golden Nugget with us." 
"What's Golden Nugget?" I asked. 
"Oh my god, Tess, this adorable baby girl needs us to show her the wonderful 
world of drunk dining." She turned to me, "Tell me, you don't have plans after this." 
"Not really." 
"We were just gonna go get shakes at this tweny-four-hour diner and talk shit 
about everyone we've ever met and, considering you're the only person who looks 
like you want to be here less than us, I think you should come." 
I hesitated, thinking momentarily about the night of Netflix and comfortable 
solitude I had been so set on five minutes ago. 
"C'mon, honey baby, it's time to show the town that adorable little bod your 
momma gave you and live a little. Besides, we're delightful conversationalists. What 
do you say?" 
I spent the next two hours at some place called the Golden Nugget eating fries and 
sipping on an orange creamsicle milkshake, listening to Lena and her roommate 
Tess talk about their ex-boyfriends and their current sex lives at the speed of light, 
sneaking off every thirty minutes to the bathroom for a pick-me-up. A little while 
after we got our food-or really my food, because they weren't too hungry-Tess 
slipped a flask out of her purse and dosed our shakes with rum and the longer the 
night went on the more I found I had to say. Before I knew it I was back at their 
apartment, sharing a bottle of wine without glasses, laughing hysterically about all 
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the fuckboys we ever knew and how our parents fucked us all up, and then laughing 
about nothing at all. 
At some point in the night, her roommate went off to bed because she'd had too 
much coke and she needed to go to work in the morning and I asked if I should go 
but Lena said no, stay, she didn't feel like sleeping. So I did. We listened to Jefferson 
Airplane and the Temptations on her record player and a few other bands I didn't 
know, competed to see who could put together the most outrageous outfit from the 
clothes in her closet, drew cartoon penises on the chalkboard wall in her bedroom. 
And we opened another bottle of wine and then we were sitting on her living room 
floor, with our knees pulled up to our chests talking about random stuff like we were 
old friends just catching up. When I noticed shades of pink peeking in through the 
window I asked her, what time is it anyway. I dunno, she said. Five, six? I should go, 
I said. But she said she didn't want me walking to the train alone and besides what 
was the point? It was another day already; I might as well just stick around. 
So I passed out for a few hours on the couch and woke up at nine to the sound 
of Tess making coffee in the kitchen and Lena was there too eating Cocoa Puffs and 
Lena said she needed to buy new lipstick because she'd lost her old one and I should 
come with her. So, I did. 
Stage 2: Denial 
After that first night, I was just always with Lena or Lena was always with me and 
it was easy, easier than with anyone else, and I didn't question it, why it was so easy. 
We got so close so fast that within a few days I could make eye contact with her and 
start laughing because I knew we were both thinking the exact same thing. 
Everywhere we went, it seemed, someone would mistake us for a couple, coming 
up to us on the Blue Line or in bookstores or in the karaoke bar down the street 
from Lena's apartment-overenthusiastically and unnecessarily telling us how cute 
we were together, as if saying this showed just how progressive they were. Whenever 
it happened, I would just smile and Lena would look at me with a slight twitch of 
her lips and say thank you and maybe throw in a comment about how great I was 
in bed just for good measure. We never explained that we were just really good 
friends. I would always walk away flattered, because Lena was beautiful, the kind 
of beautiful that makes heads whip around on street corners and elicits an endless 
string of compliments from receptionists and retail store employees. She intimidated 
men just by existing. 
I guess part of it had to do with the fact that we held hands a lot-because we 
didn't want to lose each other in concert crowds and because girls are allowed to 
do that when they're friends. I guess I never thought it was weird because people 
had been holding my hand my whole life, trying to make sure I didn't walk out into 
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traffic or wander off with strangers. 
We threw around the words "love" and "in love" casually and interchangeably 
as if there was no important distinction between the two. When I did something 
funny, Lena would laugh and say, "God, I'm so in love with you," and when Lena 
had to rush off to meet some guy at late hours I would say, "I love you. Be safe." At 
some point, I just stopped being able to tell the difference. 
Stage 3: Jealousy 
Lena was half-naked, changing clothes for her date with some guy named Hunter 
she'd met on Tinder-their third-when she started telling me about the few months 
she spent squatting in an apartment in Buffalo or Philly, one of those cities out East 
you know by name but don't know why. 
I'm not sure how this subject came up as she tried on outfit after outfit, hot pink 
platforms and leather mini-skirts and crop tops falling endlessly into an abandoned 
heap at her feet, but I was thumbing through one of her art books, full of illustrations 
of naked women draped decoratively over couches and beds, smiling demurely out 
at me, as if they knew secrets of womanhood that I never would. I drank my envy-
of these naked women, of Lena-down with my beer. Apparently while squatting, 
she'd set up some bullshit art gallery with a few friends using watercolors they did 
when they were high. They charged five-dollar admission to the thing. The longer she 
went on, the more I wanted ask her to skip her date and stay here with me. I wanted 
to crawl inside her skin and live her experiences, all those interesting and exciting 
and also terrifying things I had so glaringly failed to do. I wanted to wrap myself 
around her brain stem and fall asleep to the sound of her reality. And if that wasn't 
love, then I didn't know it. 
Stage 4: Depression 
Deciding to lie down on the kitchen floor to help me sober up had turned out to be 
one of my more terrible ideas to date. I thought the floor would be cold or something 
when I put my makeup-caked, slightly sweaty cheek on the tile. Instead, it was warm, 
like the dashboard of a car warmed by the summer sun, like spiced wine at Christmas, 
like my insides after watching kinky porn. 
"It's still spinning," I said. 
She laughed a breathy laugh from behind me, the kind of laugh you laugh when 
something isn't really funny but you gotta do something to fill up the silence, a habit 
I imagined she picked up from me. I couldn't see her, her green hair falling out of 
its ponytail, or the way she was leaned against the kitchen cabinet with her elbows 
propped on her knees, faux-leather skirt riding up pale thighs, smoking a cigarette 
out of a pack someone left here by accident one morning in a hungover haze, but I 
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was keenly aware that she was there. I was always keenly aware of where she was 
and what she was doing, far more aware than anyone needed to be really. 
"I'm sorry," I mumbled, my jaw popping as it pushed against the floor. It was 
late, and everyone else had gone home, except me. 
"It's okay," she said, real quiet, like a little girl whispering a secret on the 
playground. I heard her inhale and a few moments later, a serpentine coil of smoke 
appeared in the corner of my vision and rose toward the ceiling. I watched it and 
noticed for the first time that the thrift shop, seventies-esque light fixture hanging 
from the kitchen ceiling was crooked. How long had it been like that? A few hours? 
A few days? 
I opened by mouth to share this information with Lena, but the effort of curling 
my lips around all those words made everything seem a little underwater, so I settled 
for curling my lips around a much more manageable and familiar phrase. "I'm 
sorry," I repeated. 
How many times had I done this? Apologized for my own drunkenness-barely 
able to make the words coherent and not at all able to get up from the floor or 
unclamp my face from the toilet seat, the smell of new vomit swirling around me? 
Too many to count. 
It made me think of this time Lena invited me to her apartment for a low-key 
night, just the two of us, and I ended up having three glasses too many of this 
punch that Tess' boyfriend made for us, throwing up spinach salad onto Lena's bed, 
and crying hysterically about nothing in particular. The next morning, I had crept 
down the hall to her room from where I had passed out on the couch in her living 
room, head pounding, pants missing, and thoroughly embarrassed. I peeked my head 
around the doorway of her bedroom and there she was, her face illuminated in a 
band of September light coming in from the window, tangled in a mess of white 
sheets. A sky blue ukulele balanced on her torso, she was silently strumming over the 
strings, mouthing the words to some song I almost certainly didn't know. She must 
have heard me in the doorway, because she looked up and smiled this smile so gentle 
it made me want to cry all over again. 
She shifted a little among the chaos of bedding and propped herself up, moving 
the ukulele off her lap, "How're you doing, honey?" 
"Alright," I said, in a tone I hoped struck the right chord between recently 
shitfaced and sheepish, "A little embarrassed at my behavior last night, honestly." 
"Don't even worry about it, doll." She waved it off, as if dealing with vomit and 
tantrums were a regular part of her life, "Come sit." 
She was still smiling that smile as she patted the space next to her on the bed. 
Hesitantly, I went to sit, bare feet coming into contact with smooth, honey-colored 
hardwood before I plopped down with all the grace of a backwoods beauty-queen-
142 Hair Trigger 39 
dropout. 
"How much do you remember from last night?" she asked. 
"Enough to know I fucked up." 
I nodded in the direction of her closet door, which had been knocked seriously 
off its hinges the night before. 
"Man," she said, when she was done laughing, "I was trying to get you halfway 
undressed last night, so you wouldn't wake up in the middle of metabolizing all that 
alcohol and think you were going through menopause. But trying to get those jeans 
off was a struggle. Like, your body just wasn't doing shit." 
I nodded, vaguely remembering, "Yeah I guess I was a bit of a mess, wasn't I?" 
"Like I said, don't worry about it. It happens to all of us. Alcohol gets into your 
system like a little kid in a elevator pushes all the buttons." 
Lena was always saying prophetic shit like that, shit that made you think she 
had some higher understanding of life or maybe she just smoked better weed than 
the rest of us. 
"You still alive?" Lena asked, pulling me back to my current predicament. I 
nodded. 
"Baby girl, you gotta stop doing this. You need to learn your limits." 
"Never again. I'll never do it again." 
"I believe you." 
I felt her hand fall lightly on my forehead and brush my tangled hair out of my 
eyes. 
Lena once told me that you don't see the bad in someone when you're in love with 
them, and the idea stuck with me. She was talking about an ex-best friend of hers 
who ended up being a really shitty person and cutting Lena out of her life for a guy. 
And Lena just didn't see it coming. 
I thought about that a lot when I would start to get serious ideas in my head 
about the two of us. Like when I started thinking too much about New Year's Eve 
when we got way too drunk in her apartment by eight o'clock to even think about 
going out, and her boyfriend, Hunter, got mad at her for it and disappeared for a 
while, which we were both okay with. 
We were telling each other secrets on the kitchen floor and after a while we 
ran out of juicy, dirty ones and things turned serious. We talked about my sister 
for a while and how I still wasn't over all of the shit she'd done to me and Lena 
talked about how she was scared of inheriting schizophrenia from her aunt and 
how she wished she could just skip to the part of her life when sex suddenly turned 
meaningful; men only really seemed to like her now because she was beautiful. 
Then I said I couldn't remember a moment in my life when I really felt beautiful, 
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really felt like someone might want me at all. And she told me how ridiculous that 
was and how I'd blush if I knew how many times she had thought about doing 
things with me, to me, if only I wasn't so straight. Because that was what I was 
telling everyone back then, telling myself back then, despite the way I watched her 
lips move as she said this, the way I watched her in general, without even meaning to. 
Every once in a while I'd get it into my head that she actually meant this, that 
she actually thought about me, that she wasn't just trying to make my drunk, teary-
eyed ass feel better. But I could always reel myself back by repeating, "You don't see 
the bad in people when you're in love with them." Lena saw the bad in me, saw too 
much of the bad in me, that's how I knew there wasn't a world in which we'd end up 
together. She knew that I'd never learn my limits: I'd always let alcohol get inside of 
me and push all the buttons, just like I let the idea of her take hold inside of me, too. 
Stage 5: Recklessness 
Lena had plans to visit a few countries in South America at the beginning of summer 
break, and one early spring morning, we were sitting on the roof of a friend's 
apartment, just as the sky began its transformation into a patchwork of pink and 
orange and purple, when Lena looked over at me, sitting on the ledge with my feet 
over the side, and said, "I think you should come with me, Cal. I can't imagine I'd 
have any fun without you." 
And she was coming down from a high so I didn't think much of it. But it 
shouldn't have surprised me really when suddenly there was a plane ticket in my 
name and I had to get a new passport picture taken and then we were on a plane 
from O'Hare to Lima, Peru. For a few weeks, we meandered our way by bus and 
rickshaw through Peru and into Ecuador, visiting the markets in Otavala and the 
hippie surfing beaches at Montafiita, the urban metropolis of Guayaquil, then 
Cuenca-which was, I guess, the only part that really mattered. 
We arrived in the city right around dusk, a city at two-times-greater altitude 
than I'd ever been. Lena's uncle met us in the square outside our hotel, a rather 
plain-looking man in his mid-fifties with watery eyes and a navy blue windbreaker. 
He'd retired to Cuenca after meeting his second wife, an Ecuadorian, on a cruise 
around the world. You'd have no idea from just looking at him that he was rolling 
in his millions. As soon as we stepped out of the rickety cab, we were hit with the 
realization that we were definitely not in Guayaquil anymore. The heat that had, for 
weeks, caused the backs of our doughy thighs to stick to any available surface every 
time we sat down, had dissipated into a cool breeziness that reminded me of early 
autumn back home. 
We took our bags up to our room on the fifth floor of the hotel, which was a 
pretty impressive feat considering there was no elevator and the old woman at the 
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front desk, with her sterling silver hair, almost bent over at the waist by rheumatoid 
arthritis, certainly couldn't be bribed into doing the heavy lifting. Scrubbing 
ourselves clean with cold water that smelled of rust, we each showered quickly and 
reapplied our faces in the mirror before heading out to dinner. For the first time since 
entering the country, we dug cardigan sweaters out from the bottom of our suitcases 
and draped them carelessly over our sundresses before embarking out of doors. 
We walked along quiet, meandering side streets, glimpsing the grand tilework of 
cathedrals and the ornately-carved stone of balconies in the glimmer of streetlamps. 
No, we were definitely not in Guayaquil anymore. Guayaquil was a city that moved 
forward; Cuenca looked back. 
We ate dinner at a place so obviously tailored to the tastes of tourists and ex-
pats. The name was in English, as were the signs posted on the inside of the ladies' 
room stalls, a friendly reminder to every urinating woman that toilet paper could 
not be flushed down the toilet; it had to be thrown into the garbage. Seated outside 
at a table on the patio, I ordered something with fish and mushrooms I couldn't 
pronounce, and Lena and I drank Cuba Libre after Cuba Libre while her uncle went 
on about Cuenca being one of UNESCO's first World Heritage Sites. Maybe it's those 
Cuba Libres or maybe it was just being in a city so foreign and exotic to me that later 
I kissed her, on the balcony of our hotel room all done up in the whitewashed style 
of the Swiss Alps. Her lips were soft like I remembered. We'd kissed once before, but 
I couldn't remember who'd started it. We had both been beyond tipsy that night, and 
so one second we weren't kissing and the next second we were. This time, though, I 
definitely started it, but she didn't try to stop it either. 
Instead, she pulled me in, slipped her tongue inside my mouth. Several minutes 
later, we were on the bed, with all its dangerous implications of sexual intent, when 
I finally pushed her away. In the second I felt the air rush in between us, cool and 
concentrated, I was so sure I was doing the right thing. The kiss had been a mistake; 
I was always so careful with her, but now ... well, fuck. Then, she touched my cheek 
with her palm and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. She left her hand there, 
the tips of her satin fingers lingering on my jawline. 
"You don't want to?" she asked. The look on her face as she said this, like 
someone who had just been woken up from sleep and couldn't quite remember 
where she was, made me feel like maybe I had it all wrong and the only thing I'd 
done right all night was kiss her. I just stared at her for a long moment, opened my 
mouth to say something, and then closed it again. I looked back down at my hands. 
"You don't want to." 
This time it wasn't a question, no more than a whisper. My head snapped up; I 
had never heard Lena sound like that, so unsure of herself. I wondered if anyone had 
ever said no to her. No, never, of course not. No man or woman in the history of the 
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world had ever been stupid enough to do that. 
And I didn't know how to explain myself to her, explain how it sometimes felt 
like I might die from the sheer force with which I wanted her but that I didn't think 
we were good for each other, that wanting her had made it that so I couldn't really 
see her anymore; I could only see her as reflections of the things I needed her to be. 
Or maybe I did know exactly how to explain this to her, even drunk as I was. Maybe 
I just didn't want to be the first person to say no. 
And we were still touching, skin on skin, in places friends were not supposed 
to touch, and that made it hard to remember the finer points of the argument I had 
so carefully cultivated to protect us both from disaster. Her lips were so full and 
familiar, pursed in a state of insecure confusion that was not so familiar, to her or 
to me. I wanted her to stop looking at me the way she was, like a lost little kid, so I 
kissed her again, eyes open at first because I wanted to be sure that it was real. In the 
darkness, we tasted each other's relief. Hers, that her instincts were not yet wrong 
and mine that she had not yet come to her senses. 
Her naked body was a testament to the mathematical principles of synergy, that 
something whole is more than the sum of its parts. My hands and lips reveled in the 
touch and taste of all the sharp curves and soft edges I had known before only by 
sight, her bare elbows, her nipples, the scar over her left collarbone. I had seen all, or 
at least most, of her body, in stolen glances of fragmented bits of skin, like disparate 
puzzle pieces. Only now, when I had the entire puzzle assembled in front of me, 
could I really understand the full beauty of her. 
There was a point of no return, one last moment when I could have stopped 
and chalked it all up to drunken stupidity the next morning, one last moment when 
I wanted to. I was naked now except for my light pink underwear, and kissing her 
neck, my hand between her thighs when I thought I heard her whisper breathlessly 
a phrase that got half-swallowed in a soft moan so that I couldn't be one-hundred 
-percent sure that she'd said: "I knew you always wanted to, Cal," like this was her 
winning at some game I didn't understand the rules to. My lips faltered; my hands 
fell away from her like I'd been burned. 
She reached for me, one finger under my chin, the other hand lingering just 
above my hip, "You okay?" 
I shook my head, a hard lump of anger or shame or something else in my throat 
making it impossible to speak. 
"Hey," she said, in the way Lena had, in a voice that could've sold water to a 
drowning man, "It's alright, baby girl. It's just me." 
And then her hand slipped into my underwear and I stopped giving a fuck about 
any of it. If sleeping with her was some sort of defeat, I didn't care. 
Stage 6: Disillusionment 
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We slept together a few more times that trip and it felt a little bit worse each time, 
like we were trying to capture a moment that was already over, and what we were 
doing now was shameful and dirty. Despite the whispered jokes about the guy in 
13D that kept going to the lavatory with a copy of Sky Mall (the poor guy obviously 
had a fetish for plastic garden statues and portable grilling equipment), something 
was off between us on the plane ride home from Caracas. We shared a cab into the 
city from the airport and then, when we got my dorm, she told me she loved me and 
she would call me as soon as she slept for like twenty hours straight. 
Then, she disappeared completely, didn't answer her phone, didn't respond to 
my increasingly paranoid texts. Everywhere I went, I expected to see her-parties 
hosted by people I only knew because of her, the outdoor horror film festival we'd 
planned to go to together months ago, 90s night at her favorite club. I thought about 
going to her place and holding down the buzzer until she let me inside but I was too 
ashamed to actually do it, to go by her place like some scorned lover, too ashamed 
of my desperation, ashamed to admit that maybe I'd been taking advantage of Lena 
all along. 
A few weeks before school started back up in the fall, Tess got back from her 
summer in New York and I guess Lena hadn't told her what happened on our trip, 
because when I came home from work one day to the studio apartment I'd moved 
into just two weeks before, Tess and Lena were there waiting for me, lounging on the 
steps, smoking, like two models posing for a portrait. Tess saw me first, standing at 
the bottom of the stairs, sweaty and surprised. She grinned like an idiot, weilding the 
bottle of Bacardi she'd brought as a housewarming gift. Then, Lena lifted her eyes 
and stared down at me from the stairs with an expression I could not read. Her hair 
was the color of red wine now, and she had a large fresh hickey on the left side of her 
neck she hadn't bothered to cover up. 
"Hey, honey baby," she said and then she smiled. It was not a big smile but it was 
at least a smile of familiarity. I smiled back. 
Tess bounded down the steps and overtook me in a squealing, enthusiastic hug. 
I laughed, "Hey, Tess." 
"Happy almost birthday! I can't believe our little baby's going to be twenty! Not 
a teenager much longer, missy," she said, keeping me in the hug, so that the entire 
time I just looked up at Lena, who finished her cigarette and looked back at me, 
expressionless. 
"So are you going to invite us inside your new place or what?" said Tess, releasing 
me finally after what felt like centuries. 
"Yeah, of course." 
Me and Lena spent the next few hours pretending like this wasn't the first time 
Lena had seen me in six weeks, like she'd seen the apartment, like everything was 
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normal. Tess eagerly filled us both in on the gory details of her summer romance and 
her flashy internship and her family vacation to Aruba. We sat cross-legged on the 
floor of the living room, because I didn't have too much in the way of furniture yet, 
just a mattress and one bookshelf and a coffee table I'd found in the alley behind 
the building. We passed around the bottle of Bacardi, taking long, continuous pulls, 
even though I thought Bacardi really was too sweet to drink by itself. We went up 
to the roof, where we watched the sun set on the city. It was only 8:30 but I was so 
gone my gums were numb. I hadn't been properly drunk in a month at least. There 
was something off-kilter about it, like the whole night had jagged edges around it. 
My bones ached inside my skin. 
The night was hot and thick with humidity. Lena suggested we go back inside 
and we did, two steep steel flights down to my apartment, where we sucked down an 
additional pint of Mike's Hard Lemonade each and sang "That's Amore" at the top 
of our lungs even though it would wake the neighbor's kid, just because we could. 
Everything seemed better for a little while, like falling back into familiar patterns, 
nothing more familiar than being drunk with Tess and Lena. But then Lena told 
us she felt a little trapped in her life, like everybody expected something of her she 
couldn't live up to. With the stove light from the kitchen throwing Lena's face into 
half-shadow, I wondered if she was talking about me. I wished the night would be 
over so I could just go to bed and wake up sober again. 
Lena and I deposited Tess into a cab around midnight, with a bottle of water and 
a demand that she call us when she was home safe. Lena didn't go with her because 
she was spending the night at her boyfriend's. Lena had her arm wrapped around 
my hip the whole time we walked Tess downstairs and to the curb, like maybe she 
thought I was going to collapse without her holding me up. As soon as Tess' cab 
pulled away, Lena lifted her hand to hail another for herself. 
"Lena," I said, urgently, and I could hear the slur in my voice, "Lena!" 
And Lena looked at me, surprised I guess because I was never much of an angry 
drunk, just weepy. I wanted to ask her to stay, not stay stay but just to stick around, 
maybe open a bottle of wine and hash out some of the shit that happened this 
summer. 
"I have to go, baby girl," she said, "I really do. He's waiting for me." 
"Lena-" 
"Just don't, okay?" 
"Lena, we need to talk," I insisted, as some immensely drunk guys stumbled out 
onto the sidewalk from the bar at the end of the block, shouting profanities. 
"There's nothing to talk about. I'm me. You're you. Nothing's changed." 
At that moment, a brick-red taxicab pulled to the curb in front of us. Lena 
relinquished her hold on my hip. She opened the car door, climbed inside, before 
14 8 Hair Trigger 39 
turning back to me. 
"I'm so in love with you. I really am," she said, putting her hand on my cheek, 
placating me. And I knew she was trying to say that everything was okay between 
us, that things could be the same between us as they had been before. It just wasn't 
what I wanted to hear. 
"I know," I said, and then the car door closed and the cab whisked Lena away 
into the night, back to the boy who was waiting for her. I climbed the stairs to my 
apartment, my bones aching again, and back inside I lay face down on my mattress, 
smelling of smoke. I could tell I needed water but I couldn't get up, so I fell asleep 
with all the lights on and dreamt I was following Lena through a party but she 
kept going faster and faster, trailing laughter and orange blossom perfume so that 
eventually I was alone, hopelessly lost in a maze of generic rooms. And no matter 
how many doors I opened I couldn't find my way back to that party. 
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Marmalade Man 
Davis R. Blackwell 
THEY GOT TO HER APARTMENT ON 86TH & JEFFERY FOR THE PROMISED NIGHTCAP 
around two a.m. The crack in Ernie's system now fully subsided, he followed close 
behind Janet in a slow stupor. His eyes, dilated into oily saucers, transfixed upon the 
menagerie of rhinestones on Janet's black velvet dress emitting a flicker of light in 
inconsistent intervals through her open, long-waisted coat. They provided a guiding 
light for his drug-addled mind on the walk from Artis' Lounge to her apartment. 
Janet pulled a small ring of keys from her purse and placed one of them in 
the lock, opening the door. He wondered how many men she had brought to her 
apartment to turn tricks, or if she had brought any men at all to the place she lay 
her head for rest as opposed to business. She entered, flipped the light switch, and 
paused. Janet turned and noticed Ernie stiff in the hallway, a glazed look on his face. 
"You comin? Or no?" 
Ernie eyed the doorframe, thick brown splinters in abundance protruded like 
peacock feathers in every which direction, blue paint peeling away from the wall 
like the thick skin of an orange. He looked at the frame for a few more seconds then 
followed Janet's lead, quietly shutting the door behind him with a faint click. The 
apartment was small, one room. A solitary window bore milky moonlight down onto 
the silk pillows at the head of her bed; the sheets were neatly made and displayed the 
image of pink lilacs. There was no restroom. 
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"How your hands doin, sugar?" Janet asked as she removed her coat and 
placed it atop the bed. They had met just hours ago. Ernie, his high at its grotesque 
crescendo, was engaged in a bout with a streetlamp. As well-rusted flakes of metal 
fell to his feet with every connecting punch, Janet, crossing Stony Island, caught sight 
of him. And, in Ernie's mind, in what can only be described as a harmonious blend 
of pity, sympathy, and chance, Janet felt compelled to calm him, take him out for a 
drink and set him up for the night. He was still dumbstruck by her acts of kindness. 
"Oh, they fine, just fine. Say, this a nice lil apartment you got here," Ernie 
remarked as his eyes moved over the room, eventually settling on a painting of a 
solemn man dressed in a green coat and a thick Prussian blue hat that hung low 
above the small television to his left. 
"Who's that you got there?" he asked while removing his black winter coat, 
placing it on top of Janet's. He stood for he couldn't find a suitable place to sit, 
rubbing the pink wounds on his sanguine knuckles with a ginger attentiveness. Janet 
walked toward the kitchen, an inconsequential space separated from the bedroom 
only by the shift of creaking hardwood to polished white tile. Janet, opening the 
icebox and retrieving a bottle of Absolut as well as orange juice, both about half 
empty, turned to see what Ernie was referring to. 
"Oh, him? That there is Vincent Van Gogh, you ain't ever heard of him?" Janet 
reached into the cabinet above the sink and pulled out two glasses. 
"Can't say that I have. 'Van-Go' huh? What's so special bout this white man you 
got him hangin above yo TV?" Janet laughed at this as she poured the vodka into 
both glasses. 
"You want the short answer, or the long one? Go on, have a seat on the bed." 
Janet replied, finished mixing the screwdrivers and headed back to the bedroom, 
joining Ernie on the edge of her mattress and handing him the drink; he trusted her 
proportions and nodded in thanks. 
"Whichever you prefer. It's your world, I'm just livin in it." Janet laughed softly 
at this before she spoke. 
"Well, I enjoy his work a lot, Van Gogh. Always have as a matter of fact. I 
remember the first time I saw this painting, the real one, I mean. My momma used 
to take me to The Art Institute when I was a little girl, downtown you know? Boy, I 
tell you, that had to be my favorite place as a child. No playground or movie theater 
could ever beat lookin at all those pretty paintings. She used to take me there the 
first Tuesday of every month, we ain't have a lot of money and Tuesdays was the 
day you could get in for free. I remember the first time we went there, I was around 
eight or nine years old. Before we went inside she grabbed me by the arm, not hard 
but firm and seriously, like a mother does when she bout to tell you something 
important. She looked me right in my eye and said, 'Janet, you need to get cultured. 
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Now I ain't tryna have you runnin round in these streets doing God knows what and 
actin a damn fool. I want your head in a book and learnin bout the world. Cause 
with knowledge comes power, baby, and if you got enough sense you'll find a way to 
get yourself a better life than the one we got right now.' That was the first time my 
momma talked to me like that." 
"How's that?" 
"An adult, and not no snot-nosed kid," Janet sipped her drink, her eyes fixed on 
the glass. "We went up them big steps, and oh my goodness, I never wanted to leave, 
so many beautiful works of art. Manet, Degas, Monet, they love the Impressionists 
up there." 
Ernie nodded in uneducated appreciation, more so of the unadulterated 
excitement in her voice than the artists he knew nothing of. 
"Yeah, they was real nice, the Impressionists. But my favorite of them all was 
Van Gogh. Well, technically he was Post-Impressionist, but that's beside the point. 
They had that painting right there," Janet lifted her arm lethargically and pointed 
to the self-portrait, leading Ernie's gaze as he stirred his drink with his index finger, 
sucking on his digit like a babe to a teat before he took another sip. "I swear, I had 
to have been starin at that thing for hours. A few months later my momma bought 
me that painting. Said it was my birthday and my Christmas present," Janet laughed 
as she sipped her drink. 
"Sounds like a nice lady. You two still, uh, keep in touch?" Ernie asked nervously, 
not wanting to offend. 
"Nah, she passed bout a decade ago." 
"Oh, I'm so sorry." 
"No, don't worry bout it. In her eyes, I was dead to her years before she went. 
Once she found out about my profession she told me she never wanted to see my 
face again. Said I was her biggest disappointment." 
"Mmm. So you been workin that long, huh?" 
"Yes sir. Since I was bout, oh I'd say sixteen? Seventeen? Yeah I started trickin 
round that age." 
"What made you want to become a ... " Ernie struggled to find what he thought 
to be the appropriate term. 
"A hoe?" Janet finished for him. 
"Well, yeah. I ain't want to say it like that, but yeah." 
"Don't be ashamed, Ernie, cause I damn sho ain't. Been in this game too long 
for shame to be a factor anymore. With that in mind, know this: I ain't never want 
to become a hoe, Ernie. Did it out of necessity. Around the time my momma took 
me to The Art Institute, we was livin with my grandmother up in Hyde Park in this 
nice little two flat. Couple years after that my grandmother passed and my momma 
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couldn't keep up with the bills so we moved to the Robert Taylor Homes, used to be 
up on 39th, remember? Before they tore all the projects down? Man, that sho was 
a madhouse. Niggas droppin like flies from dope, guns, and everything in between. 
Even in a shithole like that my momma was still strugglin to keep up with rent so I 
did what I had to do to keep a roof over our heads. I kept it a secret for a few months, 
told her I was workin nights as a waitress at some fancy restaurant downtown but 
she started gettin suspicious, seein me in all them pretty outfits and jewelry, she knew 
that money wasn't comin from no waitressin gig. She was a real sharp woman, prolly 
why she was so hard on me. Yeah, she threw me out on my ass the night she found 
out and never looked back. After that I stayed at the Stony Island Motel on 92nd for 
a while. You want a square?" Janet offered as she explored her purse for a pack of 
Newports. Ernie nodded in acceptance. 
"You ever miss her?" he asked while lighting the cigarette Janet gave him. 
"I do ... I do." Janet took a drag and expelled thin smoke that plumed into 
extravagance. The two of them sat in silence for a moment. 
"That's why I wear all them loud outfits you know." Janet spoke through a soft 
smile. 
"For her?" 
"Mmhm, for what she instilled in me, that day at the museum, that love of art. I 
just try to be as pretty as them paintings. As pretty as a Degas, or a Manet." 
"Not a Van Gogh?" 
"Nothing's as pretty as a Van Gogh, sweetie." 
"Hell, you prettier than that ugly mug up there, if I do say so myself. Look like 
a junkyard dog done chewed him up and spit him out." Ernie chuckled. "He only 
paint pictures of himself?" 
"No, no, he had paintings of other things. In fact his most famous one is of this 
big, big castle under beautiful starlight. And the moon, oh the moon! But he did have 
over thirty self-portraits I think." 
"Over thirty, huh?" Ernie sipped his drink thoughtfully. "Anybody that paint 
themselves that many damn times seem conceited if you ask me." 
"No, he wasn't conceited, far from it actually. Van Gogh hated himself, just like 
almost everyone in his life, except his brother. Couldn't even sell a painting while he 
was alive, as a matter of fact. After a while ended up killin himself, didn't get famous 
for decades after that. I don't think people understood then." 
"Well shit, Ion understand now." 
"Oh, I think you do." Janet stamped out her cigarette. "The pam, Ernie. 
People didn't understand that frustratin, naggin pain of wakin up every day not 
knowin what the hell you're <loin on this Earth. Of feelin like God just don't 
give a damn bout you and you know deep down in your gut there's nothin, 
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absolutely nothin you can do bout it. That's what people didn't understand." 
Ernie fell silent, lowering his head in embarrassment. 
"And I know that pain, Ernie. I know it all too well. Well enough to see it in 
you," Janet placed her hand underneath Ernie's chin and lifted his head, making 
eye contact once it was fully raised. "Out there fightin that streetlamp, high as a 
damn kite. I saw it in you too, Ernie. Everybody's got it in em, no ifs, ands, or buts 
about it. Most people try to hide it, ignore it, but Van Gogh? Nah, he reveled in it, 
and it swallowed him whole. From the looks of you a few hours ago it almost got 
hold of you, too. But I seen somethin in you Ernie, somethin better than that." Janet 
broke their eye contact; her glance tiptoed towards the window, past the overbearing 
moonlight, and to the modest orange light of the streetlamp across the way from her 
apartment. "Hell, might've been the lightin," her tone softened as she leaned back 
and closed one eye, sizing Ernie up. "Yeah, must've been the lightin, no doubt about 
it. It was orange, a sweet orange, like marmalade. Yeah, that's it. My marmalade 
man." 
Janet laid her hand atop Ernie's as his lips parted, anticipating an uncertainty 
while both of their eyes swelled with tears and they sat in silence. After a while Janet 
spoke first. 
"Well, it's bout time for me to hit the hay, if you want to wash yourself up the 
restroom's down the hall, fourth door on your right. I'll get you a towel and I'm sure 
I got some men's clothes round here somewhere that'll fit you." 
"Right, thank you Janet." Ernie wiped his eyes with the palm of his hand, the 
knuckles of which still in the process of scabbing over. Janet handed him the towel 
and clothes and Ernie was up and out the door when he heard Janet's voice. 
"Don't be in there too long now, the hot water only last about six minutes, seven 
if you lucky, I'll leave the door unlocked for you." 
"Got it, thanks again." He replied as he walked towards the restroom. 
Now cleansed and dressed in a black Dickie's work shirt and Girbaud Jeans, 
Ernie made his way to Janet's apartment and opened the door. Ernie paused in the 
doorframe; Janet lay naked on the bed in the darkness, her nipples hung low off her 
breasts like swollen drops of water from a faucet as she turned in her sleep. And 
what puzzled Ernie most was not the intentions of a curious woman who saved him 
from himself, invited him to her home and lay naked before him, but that he was 
deciding whether or not to join her in nudity under the moonlit bed, or to rummage 
through her purse on the nightstand for another fix in front of Pee Wee's Hot Dog 
Shack. 
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Kiss Off 
Cass idy Kearns 
I'M RESTLESS ALL DAY BEFORE KATE'S GOING-AWAY PARTY. l CHANGE MY CLOTHES 
five times before settling on a striped T-shirt that makes my arms look a little bigger 
than they are. I shave my pubes, my face, my armpits. I spend an hour on my hair, 
lathering it with pomade so it's both slick and effortless. I don't really feel satisfied 
with my appearance, but I tell myself I look like a fucking movie star. 
The first person I see when I hop off my bike and onto the steps of Kate's dorm 
is Ethan, who I haven't seen since he got fired from Buffalo Wild Wings for selling 
weed in the parking lot. Ethan is a tall, loud guy from Minnesota who enjoys being 
drunk. It's only about seven p.m. and Ethan is already very drunk. Upon seeing me, 
he shouts a greeting and gently presses a cold, wet forty-ounce bottle of Colt 45 into 
my hands. 
"Alan! Let's have a drink, man." 
We sit down in Adirondack chairs on the grass. I wonder if maybe I should 
go inside, so other people know I've arrived. But then I think better of it. I tell 
Ethan about how things are going at Buffalo Wild Wings. He tells me about his new 
dishwashing job back in Minnesota. 
"It's okay, I guess," he says, and passes me the forty. I take a long drink from it. 
It tastes bitter and dry, but my heart starts to hum a little bit. "I get to play whatever 
music I like, which is great. My boss is kind of a dick, though." 
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I nod, in what I think is a sympathetic way, and say, "mmm," because that is 
what you are supposed to do when someone tells you about something like their 
boss or mom or dad being "kind of a dick." I don't really care, but I figure I should 
at least pretend I do. 
"I wish I hadn't gotten fired, though." I look at Ethan. He is staring right into the 
late May sun, setting behind the campus chapel. The steeple looks like it is splitting 
the sun in two, and Ethan looks like he sees something I don't. 
I get uncomfortable with him just staring and not saying anything, so I say, "See 
you later," and walk into the dorm. 
When I was about eight, I had a dog named Molly. She was a black Lab. She loved 
to play with me. Sometimes she was a bad dog. Like she would barf on the floor at 
least once a week. Sometimes three times. 
Once, when my little brother and I came home from school, Molly wasn't there. 
My other dog, Ruby, greeted us at the door, barking happily and wagging her tail. 
Like nothing was wrong. 
Ruby was a mutt. Back then, I told everyone this. I told everyone that she was 
part Beagle, part Collie, part German Shepherd, and part Lab. Thinking back now, 
this may not have been true. But it was what I told everyone. 
My dad told me the dogs were my sisters. He explained to me that it was how 
Native Americans thought of things, and because my dad said it was true, I believed 
it. The kids at school all made fun of me any time I brought it up. They said I was 
crazy. So I stopped. 
So when we got home from school that day, our parents said that Molly hadn't 
had enough room to run and play in our yard. So they had given her to an old couple 
who lived on a farm, where she would be able to run and play all the time. 
I saw Molly there, running in an infinite field like the one just up the hill we lived 
on, a field where it was always early fall or late summer. I saw her chasing sheep and 
herding them. I saw the old couple-faceless but kind, sitting on their couch with 
Molly and falling asleep with Molly at the foot of the bed. 
But still. 
Why didn't they ask me about this? I wondered. I could have walked her more. 
I could have played with her more. I could have loved her more. This was my fault. 
This was my fault. This was my fault. 
I head to the bathroom with twenty ounces of malt liquor pressing on my bladder, 
passing people I know from work and other parties I've been to. There's Andrew, the 
tall guy who has a poster on the wall of his room of two anthropomorphic wolves 
having sex. There's Greg, the gay guy with the blue mohawk haircut I kissed once 
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when I was drunk, and Eliza with the little upturned nose who I also kissed when 
I was drunk. She then went and fucked Ethan, but I didn't feel bad about that or 
anything. That was just my relationship with her. 
And there's Kate. We pass each other in the hallway outside the bathroom and 
I'm hoping she doesn't say anything, but then-
"Hey," she says. Just "hey," so simply, like she'd never sent me a video of her 
masturbating. Like we'd never fucked. I don't know how people do it. 
I haven't talked to Kate in months. She exists mostly now in a nine-second video 
clip on my computer, ceaselessly sliding a dildo in and out of her vagina. 
"Hey," I say, like I don't still watch that video and beat off to it. We're trapped 
there in the hallway, animalistic shouts from dorm rooms echoing around us. 
From a far-off game of beer pong, a ping-pong ball snaps into the white wall by 
my head and rolls down the worn gray carpet to rest at Kate's feet. 
She leans her back against the wall and slides down until she's sitting on the 
floor, with her knees tucked up to her chin. I mimic her. 
"I'm pregnant," she says, and then everything is different. 
"Oh," I say. "I'm really sorry. That sucks." I have to say something more. 
Something better. 
"I have to have it," she says. It is almost like she isn't quite talking to me, as if 
she's speaking to thin air. "My parents would never pay for an abortion." 
"I'm really sorry," I repeat. I stare at the point where her black leggings meet 
the top of her long brown boot and think about touching her there, on her calf. Or 
maybe higher-cupping my hand around her thigh. I don't know. 
"Are you on birth control?" I manage to get that much out. Have to act like I 
don't already know. She looks away from the nothing she's staring into. 
"No. I asked my mom once if I could, but she just said she wasn't about to let her 
daughter become a slut." She pauses. "And, well, my boyfriend doesn't like condoms. 
He says they don't feel good." At this, I see fists, blood, death. 
"Who's your boyfriend?" I ask. I don't really want to know. 
"This guy Justin," she says. "Or he was. When I told him about it, he just said, 
'This was supposed to be fun, you know?' Then he left." 
I am thinking about the one time I had sex with Kate-when she begged me to 
fuck her from behind and I did it without a word: automatic, mechanical. She didn't 
come and neither did I. Does he fuck her like that now? Does he have a bigger dick 
than I do? 
I have to do something, I tell myself. 
Molly wasn't there anymore but school and life went on as usual. My parents fought 
constantly, their yells carrying down the stairs or up from the basement to where my 
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little brother and I played Legos, or Beanie Babies, or action figures, or sometimes 
all three. 
In school, we sang a song about an Irish girl named Molly Malone. The last verse 
went like this: 
She died of a fever, 
and no one could save her, 
and that was the end 
of sweet Molly Malone. 
While singing this last specific verse on one specific day, I started to cry. I stood 
there crying as my classmates sang the final chorus, desperately wanting to run out 
of the classroom, to be home, to be in bed with Molly lying on the end. But I knew 
if I moved someone might see and I would feel ashamed. I already felt ashamed. 
I could tell everyone was looking at me, looking while they sang, looking at me 
with their cow eyes and cow faces and I became angry as I cried, and those words 
kept repeating in my head: And no one could save her and no one could save her and 
no one could save her andnoonecouldsaveher. 
When the song had finished, and the sound of twenty other voices singing had 
faded out, and the other children silently watched me cry, this one girl, Melissa, 
reached out to pat me on the shoulder. Almost reflexively, I stiffened, reared back, 
and slapped her across the face as hard as I could. 
The noise my slap made rang through the room for the rest of the day. Melissa 
ran crying to the bathroom, and when she came back I stared at the space our 
teacher occupied as she made me apologize. 
But inside-but inside, I thought about how much I hated Melissa. How she 
smelled like day-old oatmeal, and how she tied me to a tree one recess, and left me 
there so that I was late getting back to class; and how, in tears, a yellow vein of snot 
hung out of her nostril and touched the top of her upper lip. 
I head to the table in the common room where everyone has pooled their liquor. 
There are eight or so bottles of vodka, assorted mixers-Mountain Dew, cranberry 
juice, and Diet Coke-and Everclear. I splash some Everclear into a red plastic cup, 
along with Diet Coke and add some vodka for good measure. It tastes like rubbing 
alcohol smells, but it will get me drunk quick. 
Julia and Will are fighting again, whisper-yelling in the corner of the room. Will's 
red hand gripping Julia's upper arm, the nails digging in. Evan and Joe sit on the 
couch, two pot brownies in each of their stomachs as they giggle at Jon Stewart on 
TV. In the chair, as always, Liz straddles her boyfriend Zack, the freshman. His hand 
in the butt pocket of her jeans. Ke$ha plays real loud off Kate 's computer speakers. 
Mark with the dreadlocks tells the freshman girls about German culture and 
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how much better it is than American culture, which he says doesn't even exist, not 
really. Mark with the goatee slaps the other guys on the ass, his mouth simian, 
screeching. Alyssa on Hunter's lap, snapping a picture of the two of them while 
Hunter grins at Kayla across the room. Kayla in a chair, her legs spread just wide 
enough so Hunter can see she isn't wearing panties. Adam and Tyler, back from the 
bathroom with wide eyes and hints of white around Adam's nose. 
"You guys, you have to see this," Kate says. 
She hooks her laptop to the TV and starts playing a video. On the screen there's 
two glistening, naked women-one blonde and one redhead-reclining on a hotel 
bed. In between them is what looks like a naked child. 
It isn't, of course. I join everyone gathering around the TV and the child becomes 
an old man, head misshapen, body pale and sagging, prick the size of a baby's thumb. 
There's laughter from our group as the blonde grins, large teeth gleaming, and lowers 
her head to the man's groin. 
I turn away. Go to fix another drink. Don't think about how I maybe used to 
think I could love Kate. The laughter gets louder and it's all I can hear, the unceasing 
chitter of insects grinding like metal on metal. 
Someone starts passing around moonshine, and I hear a voice across the room 
say he made it with ethanol he stole from the science lab. I take three shots of it and 
I feel fucking powerful. 
My dad kicked Ruby on Christmas Day. She wouldn't stop barking, and so he kicked 
her. She whimpered and slunk low to the floor, retreating to her favorite spot under 
the kitchen table. 
I met Ruby's eyes and knew that she felt then how I felt every time my dad spoke 
to me. I didn't trust my dad anymore, not since he got the gun. 
I was in some girl's room while she mixed me what she said was gonna be an appletini. 
She'd taken my hand, written in Sharpie: "You're beautiful. Come to my room." 
I had figured she was high maybe, or it was some kind of joke. But I still said 
okay. She wasn't really that pretty but I guess I figured whatever, you know. 
So she mixes up the appletini. She gives it to me. It tastes like a Jolly Rancher, so 
I figure maybe this was worth it after all. I drink it while she talks to me about her 
double major in Spanish and Sociology and how her plan is to join the Peace Corps 
after college. 
I ask what the Peace Corps does, but don't pay attention to her answer, because 
I write her off as soon as she says this. I don't care, I just figure I ought to be polite. 
She's on top of me with her teeth on my neck before I really know what's 
happening. I do what you're supposed to do in that kind of situation and just go 
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along with it for a few minutes, kissing; one hand on her neck, one on her waist, 
whispering "fuck" in her ear, robotic, pointless, neutered. 
She slides off me with a grin and pulls her shirt up over her head. I laugh at her, 
but she thinks I'm laughing with her and laughs back, drunk and messy. 
Once the shirt is over her head she starts working on her pants button and 
zipper, but it proves too difficult, drunk as she is. She lies down to catch her breath 
and within a minute or two she's passed out. 
I should have told her to stop. I should have said no to the drink. But I hadn't 
and now I'm alone in a room with a topless, passed out girl whose name I don't even 
know. 
I know I have to leave, but I don't know whether to cover her up first or not. I 
don't want to touch her or try moving her and risk waking her up. I settle for draping 
the blanket from her bed over her small body. She looks kind of cute like that, a little 
drool already bubbling in the corner of her mouth. 
Here's something I bet you didn't know about me: when I'm in a public place like the 
mall or whatever, and there's a run of three good songs in a row, which almost never 
happens, I like to pretend that it's some girl watching me from I don't know where 
and queueing up songs she knows that I like. Like a guardian angel. And someday 
we'll meet and everything will be good again. 
I walk down a hallway in a building. I don't know which building or where I am, 
even. I've been losing track of time. I'm not sure where my phone is. The hallway 
twists, grabs and spins me onto the floor. I've been drinking a lot. 
I get up with some effort and walk in an open door vomiting colored lights and 
music so loud and thick I have to wade through it. I couldn't say why I do this. It just 
seems like the kind of place where something would happen. 
Inside there are three couples groping and grinding on each other, a mass of arms 
and legs, a centipede skittering across the floor. One of the couples is Kate and Justin. 
He has one hand up her shirt and one gripping her hip, holding her tight to him. 
Her eyes are closed and her lips just barely part as he bites her neck, and I imagine I 
can hear a faint moan over the drone. 
I can't take it. I want to hurt him. I want to hurt him so bad. There have to be 
hard objects in here. I can see beer bottles on a desk. Hardcover books. How bad 
could you hurt someone with only a hardcover book? I have fists. I have fists. I have 
two fists. 
I slam the door and scream. I've been drinking a lot. 
I begin feeling very distant. I am drinking as much vodka as I can but it is making 
me even more aware of this feeling. My body moves around the room I am in-
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where I am or who I am with, I don't know. I am lying on the floor, jumping up and 
down, making crazed faces in a bathroom mirror. I am not in control of my body at 
all. The vodka is weighing me down, and I am trapped here. 
When I was six, my little brother decided that he wanted to cut his hair, for whatever 
reason. Probably no real reason, you know? Five year olds don't need reasons for 
doing things. 
I watched him do it, with a pair of blue-handled kitchen scissors my mom used 
to cut wrapping paper for Christmas presents. It wasn't even a real haircut-just one 
quick snip across his bangs with a sound like the shearing of patterned paper. 
And he was so excited and proud of himself, you know, because he'd seen my 
dad cut his own hair. Maybe that's why he did it-he wanted to feel like a grown-up, 
like my dad. He was so proud of his handiwork that he went to show my dad what 
a nice job he did. 
I don't remember all the details. Just some. My dad screaming. "SON OF A 
BITCH SON OF A BITCH." My brother's face, normally red and cheery, now a pale 
and twisted mask. Dad grabbed the scissors and slammed the bathroom door in my 
face. Even today, that door still won't close quite right. 
I remember the screaming, mostly. And the crying. I sat there alone in the kitchen 
and heard another sound: the shearing of more patterned paper. Thirty minutes later, 
my brother was bald. 
I end up running into this tall guy named George. He's a real nice guy. He feeds me 
drinks and sits me down on the couch in someone's room and seems real interested 
in everything I have to say. We talk about Chicago and how much I miss it. 
Over the course of the night we make the rounds at a few other parties. We make 
the stop at the nerd frat-either Phi Delta Theta or Phi Kappa Tau, they all sound 
the same to me-and cram ourselves along with about ten others into the tiny single 
room of that one kid, Marcel, who everyone really hates. I don't know why anyone 
hangs out with him if they hate him so much, but they do. He sweeps his greasy 
blond hair over his eyes and hammers out a song on his acoustic guitar. Nobody 
listens. 
Then: 
"Do you want to go for a walk?" George asks. 
"Yes," I say. "That would be nice." 
It is late now, and I don't know where Kate has gone off to, but I act like I don't 
care. 
George and I are standing on a wooden walkway overlooking the Fox River. All 
night I have been acting like I don't really care, and in this moment-here, looking 
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over the oily black of the water-I consider telling him how much I really do. 
I want to tell him how I don't get it. How it doesn't seem like any of us are going 
anywhere. How we keep doing things in opposition to our self-interest. How I just 
want to help everyone. How it hurts me to see them like this. 
But when I open my mouth, something catches in my throat. The taste of bile 
slinks into the back of my mouth and my stomach squirms. And then it all comes 
rushing up: the vodka, Everclear, appletini, ethanol-my body a fire hose expelling 
orange-brown watery muck. The inside of my throat is scraped out, my eyes tear, and 
I vomit until there's nothing left inside me. 
George pats me on the back, and then pulls me into a tight hug. That's when I 
notice I'm crying. 
"It's okay," he says, as I sob into his chest. He says it again, leans down, and 
kisses me on the mouth. I pull away instantly. 
"No, don't do that," is what I say. 
"It's okay," he says, and I guess he must be right. He seems like he would know. 
I wake up the next morning on someone's couch. My shirt is gone. I try looking for it 
but the floor is caked thick with clothes and books and other stuff. There's no hope 
of finding my shirt. There's no hope for something else, either, but I can't remember 
what. 
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